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INTROPUCTION 
Carson McCullers is a writer who explores the human heart, 
particularly the heart of individuals who are lonely and spiritually 
isolated and who live in societies which are either indifferent or 
hostile to them. These individuals are at war within themselves and 
with society. These conflicts are between idealism and reality, inno¬ 
cence and experience, life and death, and the masculine and feminine 
elements. The conflicts are contained within three continuing themes: 
the relationship between the lover and the beloved, humanity's inabi¬ 
lity to communicate, except for rare moments, and the simultaneous need 
to belong and need to be unique. 
The characters who act out the conflicts are quite often uncon¬ 
ventional individuals isolated from the community. In this thesis, I 
shall attempt to prove that many of McCullers' ostrasized characters 
are androgynes, containing within them attributes of both sexes. The 
androgynous character may be an adolescent, a neurotic ^rmy officer, 
or a lonely cafe' owner, but each of them is alike because of the 
coexistence of so-called masculine and feminine characteristics. 
They are not necessarily well-integrated personalities, but they are 
often more sensitive or more aware than the other characters because 
their sense of isolation heightens their sensitivity. 
Carolyn Heilburn defines androgyny as "a condition under which 
the characteristics of the sexes, and the human impulses expressed 
by men and women, are not rigidly assigned.""'" A.J.L. Busst de¬ 
fines the androgyne less sociologically as "a person who unites 
^Carolyn G. Heilbrun, Toward a Fecognition of Androgyny (Boston: 
Houghton Miflin, 1971), x. 
2 
certain of the essential characteristics of both sexes and who, con¬ 
sequently, may be considered as both a man and a woman or as neither 
2 
a man nor a woman, as bisexual or asexual." The word itself is 
formed from two root words, andro, meaning male, and gyn, meaning 
female. The concept of the androgyne has been a symbol of the ideal 
personality as well as the symbol of decadence. In works where the 
androgyne symbolizes the ideal being, he or she is associated with 
a vision of unity and the reconciliation of opposites. The anti- 
androgynous view associates the androgyne with vice and depravity. 
McCullers' androgynes, who are neither ideal nor depraved, serve to 
reveal the distortion resulting from narrow sex-typing and the limit¬ 
ations imposed upon both sexes as a result. 
The Platonic version of the primordial split, which is related 
by Aristophanes in Plato's Symposium, is very central to the writing 
of McCullers. Aristophanes opens his discourse by criticizing human¬ 
ity's neglect of love, "the helper and the healer of the ills which 
are the great impediment to the happiness of the race." Originally, 
he argues, there were three sexes: man, woman, and the union of the 
two, the androgyne. The androgynes ceased to exist, however, because 
of the rebellion of the original race against Zeus, whereupon he divi¬ 
ded all three sexes in two "as you might divide an egg with a hair." 
The remnants of the primeval androgynous state are found in such ling¬ 
ering aftereffects as the navel. The most important memorial to the 
androgynous state is the search for love, however: the desire for one's 
other half and for the reunion of the original whole. Aristophanes 
O 
A. J. L. Busst, "The Image of the Androgyne in the Nineteenth 
Century," in Romantic Mythologies, ed. Ian Fletcher (London: Rout- 
ledge and Kegan Paul Ltd., 19o7), p. 1. 
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compares the human state after division to that of a flat fish who 
is but an indenture. Originally, the man was the child of the sun, 
the woman of the earth, and the man-woman of the moon, "which is made 
up of sun and earth." Aristophanes explains that those who were 
once part of that ideal "double nature" prefer the opposite sex, and 
the woman homosexual is a section of the woman as the male homosexual 
is from the male division. Love, therefore, is the manifestation of 
the desire for the original state when the human was a whole. 
Plato's mysticism of sexual love rests upon the realization that 
two-ness is an illusion and that identity dwells beneath the surface 
fragmentation. An expansion of this realization is the discovery 
of unity in all things, despite the multitudinous individualities 
of the whole universe. With this discovery, the love experience 
becomes cosmic, and the beloved who opened the vision mirrors all 
3 
creation. The Platonic doctrines of McCullers have been noted by her 
critics, but the particular Platonic concept of androgyny has not been. 
Androgynes have appeared in the literature of"all ages, Tiresias 
of Greek mythology being one of the earliest. The myth of Tiresias 
is as follows: while walking in the woods, he chanced upcn two 
snakes who were copulating, struck them, and became a woman for seven 
years until once again he came upon two snakes, struck them again, 
and regained his original sex. Zeus and Hera were having a heated 
argument at the time o/er whether men or women enjoyed sex more, 
each saying that the other sex enjoyed it more. Tiresias was con¬ 
sulted and sided with Zeus, whereupon Hera blinded him. Zeus gave 
Joseph Campbell, The Hero With a Thousand Faces, C?rinceton: 
Princeton Univ. Press, lyt>8;, pp. 279-280. 
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him the power of prophecy as partial compensation for the loss of 
sight, and versions of Tiresias, the greatest of the mythological 
prophets, have come down through the ages through such writers as 
Tennyson, Swinburn, Matthew Arnold, and T.S. Eliot. In The Waste- 
Ijrnd, Tiresias, whose life is said to have spanned seven generations, 
is the omniscient commentator on twentieth century apathy. The "old 
man with wrinkled female breasts" observes the scene before him and 
foretells the future outcome, as the typist, bored and uninterested, 
has an affair with an insensitive small town agents'clerk in her 
London flat. Because Tiresias has been in both roles and is "throb¬ 
bing between two lives," he can see what happens "at the violet hour." 
Medieval romances are usually peopled with bold knights and 
fair ladies, but Aucassin and Nicolette is an exception. The 
young lovers Aucassin and Nichoiette are unique for their literary 
place and time, Nichoiette being the more spirited and quick-witted 
of the two. In the course of their adventures, they even encounter 
the King of Torelore as he lies in childbirth while the aueen leads 
the country's forces in battle, warring with baked apples, eggs, and 
cheeses. Carolyn Heilbrun has pointed out the two sets of twins in 
Ariosto's Orlando Furiosio as examples of the "lack of polarized 
sexual roles as an ideal in the Renaissance."^ Shakespeare's devo¬ 
tion to the androgynous ideal is exemplified by such characters as 
Rosalind in As You Like It, who plays both a boy and a girl. Although 
the role exchange is a suspenseful device which furthers the plot and 
4 
Heilbrun, Toward a Recognition of Androgyny, p. 41. 
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adds both drama and comedy, the role confusion is not merely a structu- 
ral- technique. Patrick Swinden observes that Rosalind's disguise as 
Ganymede "enables her to give full expression to her love for Orlando 
whilst preserving a distancing effect, an obliquity, that removes 
any hint of the maudlin, the cloying, the overblown.Heilbrun 
also notes that the love of Catherine and Heathcliff in Wuthering 
Heights is androgynous. They are soul-mates, twins in the spiritual 
sense, although they opt for the conventional path, she choosing the 
conventional feminine role of passivity and he becoming violent and 
materialistic.^ Shaw's Joan of Arc is also an androgyne who com¬ 
bines the feminine impulse of love and martyrdom with active courage 
and heroism.^ Joyce's Leopold Bloom has feminine characteristics and 
actually becomes a woman in the "Circe" episode. As Everyman, he is 
g 
both man and woman. In Shelley's poem "The Witch of Atlas," the 
witch creates the "Image," the ideal human being. Because the world 
has not realized this vision of the ideal, however, the "Image" sleeps, 
except in rare moments when the witch awakens him. This "Image" is 
formed from fire and snow which has been tempered with love. The 
creator is similar to her creation: Shelley describes the witch as a 
"sexless bee" who tastes all blossoms, but is confined to none, and 
^Patrick Swinden, An Introduction to Shakespeare's Comedies 
(London: Macmillan, 19 73) , pp~ 120-121. 
^Hefibrun, Toward a Recognition of Androgyny, pp. 79-80. 
7Ibfd., p. Ill 
^Ibid., p. 95 
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as a "wizard-maiden." Hermaphrodites, the witch's creation, is 
described thusly: 
A sexless thing it was, and in its growth 
It seemed to have developed no defect 
Of either sex, yet all the grace of both, -- 
In gentleness and strength its limbs were decked; 
The bosom swelled lightly with its full youth, 
The countenance was such as might select 
Some artist that his skill should never die, 
Imaging forth such perfect purity. 
(lines 330-39) 
To Virginia Voolf, the androgynous state was the ideal toward which 
everyone should strive to arrive at sanity and completeness. Voolf's 
Orlando ends with the marriage of the future--a marriage of two andro¬ 
gynes --Orlando and her husband, Marmaduke. Vhen these two meet, the 
discovery is overwhelming to both: 
...each was so surprised at the quickness of 
the other's sympathy, and it was to both such 
a revelation that a woman could be as tolerant 
and freespoken as a man, and a man as strange 
and subtle as a woman, that they had to put 
the matter to the proof at once. 
The androgyne is not necessarily an image of the ideal in liter¬ 
ature, however. Two distinct images of the androgyne prevailed in 
the nineteeth century, one optimistic and one pessimistic. At the 
beginning of the century, during the age of optimism, the androgyne 
was a character representing wholeness and idealism; after the French 
Revolution's failure, however, the androgyne became a symbol of pessi¬ 
mism in France. In the works of such writers as Ganneau, Caillaux, 
and the Mapah, the androgyne is a symbol of the ideals of the French 
Revolution. Happiness was to be achieved by the substitution of love 
Virginia Woolf, Orlando, quoted in Heilbrun, p. 65. 
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for individualism and by the merging of rich and poor, man and 
woman into the unity of the androgyne.^ This earlier image sym¬ 
bolized trust and belief in the goodness of humanity, whereas the 
later image changed from a symbol of virtue to one of vice, "par¬ 
ticularly of cerebral lechery, demoniality, onanism, homosexuality, 
sadism and masochism."H The metamorphosis of the androgyne as it 
occurred within one century testifies to the androgyne's enigmatic 
nature. A. J. L. Busst explains the extreme swing in attitude as 
being the outgrowth of the androgyne's mythic heritage: 
...'the androgyne is a myth; and... like all 
myths, it is constantly reinterpreted, since 
its meaning or value must agree with the 
widely varying preoccuptions and experiences 
of different eras and individuals. Myths 
have indeed this in common with history that 
they reflect like mirrors the attitudes of 
mind of those who concemplate them.12 
Not only characters, but writers as well, have been classified 
in terms of their relative masculinity, femininity, or androgyny. 
Virginia Woolf was concerned with the subject of androgyny as it 
applied to personal and societal happiness and to the writer. Cole¬ 
ridge believed that the true poet must join feeling with thought and 
imagination with truth He stressed that the great mind must be an¬ 
drogynous. Woolf interpreted his meaning to be "that the androgynous 
mind is resonant and porous; that it transmits emotion without im- 
l^Busst, "The Image of the Androgyne in the Nineteenth Century," 
p. 35. 
11Ibid., p. 39 
12Ibid., p. 85. 
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pediment; that it is naturally creative, incandescent, and undi¬ 
vided."-'-^ Woolf's vision of the androgynous ideal sustained her 
through periods of madness, and she has two important symbols which 
represent this ideal state. The most important symbol is one that 
occurred to her as she was looking out the window after days of 
stress and indignation researching the causes of women's poverty. 
There came a moment of complete stillness and a lull of traffic. 
At that moment, a single leaf fell from a plane tree, and shortly 
thereafter, a taxi-cab pulled up beneath the window; and a girl and 
a young man entered the taxi which glided off "as if it were swept 
on by the current elsewhere."-'-^ Lily Briscoe's final painting in 
To the Lighthouse is an androgynous work which reconciles two ways 
of thinking, one masculine and one feminine, "the evanescent and 
eternal aspects of reality."-^ evanescent aspect of reality is 
the one observed by the masculine mind, which is cynical, realistic, 
and pessimistic. The eternal feminine vision is idealistic, romantic, 
and optimistic. Whereas the masculine mind thinks in terms of de¬ 
tails and time, the feminine thinks in terms of unity and the under¬ 
lying, timeless whole beneath the shifting details. The androgynous 
mind, on the other hand, perceives both the multiplicity and the 
unity because it is both rational and intuitive. Woolf also classi¬ 
fies writers according to their perspective: she equates Daniel Defoe 
-^Virginia Woolf, A Room of One's Own (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and Company, 1929, reprint ed. 19377^ p7 171. 
14Ibid., pp. 166-167. 
l^Naricv Topping Bazin, Virginia Woolf and the Androgynous Vision 
(New Brunswick, New Jersey, 1973), pi 124. 
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with the representational masculine approach (seeing in terms of 
objective detail), and she equates Emily Bronte's perspective with 
the nonrepresentational, subjective approach, which is predominantly 
feminine. She criticizes Defoe's prose for being deficient in the 
power of suggestion and Bronte's poetic abstractions for being too 
subjective.-^ Woolf believed that although both male and female 
powers exist in everyone, only one power is predominant according 
to the sex; the ideal state is "when the two live in harmony toge¬ 
ther, spiritually co-operating."^ 
McCullers' androgynous characters never achieve this ideal 
state because the male and female powers are not in harmony. The 
male is ashamed of his feminine powers, and the female of her mascu¬ 
line qualities. Rather than allow these qualities to flourish, the 
characters suppress the other-sex part of themselves out of fear. 
What they fear is the raised eyebrow or the scornful derision of 
society. They do not want to be freaks morbidly gazed upon by the 
crowd. The search for identity, a central theme of McCullers, is 
never completed for the protagonists, such as Mick, Frankie, and 
Biff because they are afraid to be themselves, to unleash their po¬ 
tential . 
-^Bazin, Virginia Woolf and the Androgynous Vision, p. 28. 
l^Wooif, A Room of One's Own, p. 170. 
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CHAPTER I 
CARSON MCCULLERS AS AN ANDROGYNOUS WRITER 
According to Virginia Woolf's definition of the androgynous 
writer as one who combines the power of suggestion (which is poetic 
and feminine) with the objective, representational approach (which 
is detailed and masculine), I believe that Carson McCullers can be 
said to be an androgynous writer. One of McCullers' gifts (which 
has been the focus of both favorable and unfavorable criticism) is 
her ability to fuse versimilitude with allegory. Although sometimes 
unsuccessful, her stylistic innovations have proven her to be a 
highly original and versatile writer. The predominance of either 
realism or myth varies from work to work. The Ballad of the Sad 
Caf£ is more mythic than Reflections in a Golden Eye, for instance. 
It is no wonder that McCullers has been compared to such dissimilar 
writers as Kafka and Faulkner. If she can successfully transport 
us into the timeless realm of myth and psychological archetype, she 
can just as effectively convey us into her contemporary scene by 
references to Hitler, to labor agitation, to black discontent. Al¬ 
though her Gothic treatment of situation and grotesquely extreme 
characters may be on an exaggerated level, McCullers' description 
of life in the small Southern town is also realistic. 
11 
Jack B. Moore observes that McCullers employs both the mythic 
and the realistic methods to convey the full range of experience. 
Mick, the adolescent heroine of The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, exper¬ 
iences her initiation into adulthood in the realistic setting of a 
small Southern town of fly-specked caf£s and racial violence, but 
there is also the underlying primeval myth of initiation. Whereas 
the traditional ritual of initiation ends with the hero falling in 
love and marrying after the testing, Mick's experience is more 
explicit, and it is retold in contemporary terms. In the usual myth, 
the hero is drawn away from the everyday environment and, accompanied 
by a companion, experiences a frightening adventure (usually in a 
dark forest) which proves his courage. Mick's emergence into woman¬ 
hood parallels the myth because she accepts the consequences of her 
act (the loss of virginicy) and matures because of her courage. The 
experience is related in modem, erotic terms, however, and the act 
of sex replaces the mythic marriage ceremony. Also realistic is the 
double-edged significance of Mick's emergence into womanhood; unlike 
the mythic hero, Mick's victory is also a defeat. She matures into 
a responsible young woman, but at a great loss. Mick's experience 
is both a victory (she matures) and a defeat (she loses her childhood 
innocence and optimism); thus, the experience itself is an amalgama¬ 
tion of myth and realism: 
Knowingly or not, McCullers employs the familiar 
mythic--or fairytale--pattern of trial and initi¬ 
ation in describing Mick's experience. She has, 
in fact, followed with surprising fidelity what 
Joseph Campbell, in his The Hero With a Thousand 
Faces, would later suggest is also the recurrent 
12 
and traditional pattern of the hero's, or adoles¬ 
cent's, testing and emergence. 
McCullers has been attacked for being too obsessed with the 
unnatural and the bizarre to the detriment of any realistic present¬ 
ation, but, in the main, I find her choice of heroes to be an effect¬ 
ive commentary on the spiritual isolation and confusion of modern 
humanity. Her characters may be symbolic representations of human¬ 
ity's grotesqueness, but they are also realistically drawn. The 
critics who have been confused by McCullers have been so as a con¬ 
sequence of her experimentation with the synthesis of realism and 
allegory. The Gothic element in her works is a case in point: her 
characters may be grotesques, but they are also realistic because 
of their involvement in the contemporary world. There is exaggera¬ 
tion of character and situation, but the "freak show" is not com¬ 
pletely removed from reality; it is merely a magnified artistic re¬ 
flection . 
The opening sentence of Clock Without Hands--"Death is always 
the same, but each man dies in his own way"--serves as an example 
of how McCullers blends the universal experience (dying, in this 
case) and translates it into a particular and detailed picture 
through the techniques of the realist. After all, it is through 
specifics that one arrives at an understanding of the whole. McCul¬ 
lers denied that she researched her subjects to any great extent, 
fearing to mar her intuitive conception. She admitted that she had 
-'-Jack B. Moore, "Carson McCullers: The Heart is a Timeless 
Hunter," Twentieth Century Literature II (Spring 1965), 77. 
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never known a deaf-mute, for example, but this did not prevent her 
from constructing her first novel, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, 
around the deaf-mute, John Singer, the center of gravity to whom the 
other characters are compellingly drawn. Near the completion of the 
novel, her husband suggested that she attend a nearby convention of 
deaf-mutes, but she resisted, relying on her imaginative powers: 
"I already had made my conception of deaf-mutes and didn't want it 
to be disturbed."2 Despite this claim, her book was heralded for 
its realistic and all-encompassing panorama of the South. She may 
not have known a deaf-mute, but her imagination proved equal to the 
task of portraying one in detail. The allegorical writer must rely 
on two of the mind's faculties, and there must be constant inter¬ 
action between them: 
...moreover, allegory, if it is to be other than 
merely mechanical, presupposes an intuitive fac¬ 
ulty that invents incidents and relationships as 
well as a rational faculty that orders and ar¬ 
ranges them according to a conscious plan. In 
allegory, which of necessity involves the use of 
symbols, the selection and integration of them 
is naturally more rigorous than in non-allegori¬ 
cal writing, but the source and growth of any 
work of art remain as Mrs. McCullers has said, 
"as mysterious as the formation of sex in the 
womb. 
At times, the fusion of the symbolic (what Woolf calls the 
feminine vision) with the realistic (what she calls the masculine 
vision) is unsuccessful. This failure is especially observable in 
Clock Without Hands, a novel which sometimes reaches the point of 
absurdity because of the forced symbolism. In some works, there is 
2oiiver Evans, "The Case of the Silent Singer: A Revaluation of 
The Heart is a Lonely Hunter," Georgia Review 19 (Spring 1965) > 190. 
^Ibid., p. 189. 
less a fusion than a preponderance of one technique. The Ballad of 
the Sad Caf£, for example, exists more on the mythic than the real¬ 
istic level, and Reflections in a Golden Eye is more of a realistic 
work. In The Member of the Weddinp, and The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, 
there is essentially a fusion between the two styles. Singer, for 
example, is a realistically drawn figure, a flesh and blood human 
being with particular habits and idiosyncracies, but he is also the 
embodiment of spiritual isolation. Dayton Kohler describes the 
texture of McCullers' style in this way .- 
Her writing develops interesting juxtapositions, 
the simple and the elusive, realism and imagina¬ 
tive symbolism. To the realist's strict regard 
for appearances and sense experience she has 
joined the symbolist's preoccupation with meaning 
and value. This fusion allows her imagination 
to operate simultaneously on two levels--one real 
and dramatic, the other poetic and symbolic. The 
quality of dualism in her work is best illustrated 
by her handling of character.1^ 
Oliver Evans contends that McCullers' talent for both the realistic 
and the symbolic styles of writing often works to her disadvantage. 
He cites this versatility as the major factor in the controversy 
surrounding her writing. Whereas realism should remain secondary 
in allegorical writing, McCullers often allows realism to supercede. 
Evans argues that her talent for realism is sometimes overdisplayed: 
"...it has worked to her disadvantage, for there is an ever-present 
temptation to read her largely on the realistic level and thus to 
overlook the allegorical scheme. In much of her work one is con¬ 
scious of a struggle between the two levels, and this makes for a 
^Dayton Kohler, "Carson McCullers: Variations on a Theme," 
College English 13 (October 1951), 3. 
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certain unevenness.Albert J. Griffith in "Carson McCullers' 
Myth of the Sade Cafd" analyzes the unusual effect of McCullers' 
novella concerning a love triangle in a twentieth century southern 
town. Despite the perverseness of the plot and the characters, 
Griffith says, the story is most often cited for the mysterious 
beauty which pervades it. The presence of an implied narrator is 
responsible for the transformation of bare facts into a story of 
Beauty. The characters, situations, and scene may be ugly, but a 
fairy-tale atmosphere elevates the tale from the naturalistic to 
the poetic level. Critics have noted the legendary remoteness of 
the tale, but not the mythic quality, Griffith observes: 
From its first appearance, critics have recognized 
the lyricism of the McCullers narrative style, 
which can render even sordid subject matter in po¬ 
etic terms. They have also noted the aura of le¬ 
gend which surround the incidents recounted, em- 
buing them with a peculiar remoteness in both time 
and space. They have even sensed the allegorical 
structure which gives significance to otherwise 
perverse literal details. 
What has not been sufficiently noted, how¬ 
ever, is that these elements--the quasi-poetic 
stylistic devices, the fairy-tale atmosphere, the 
non-literal meanings--are the marks of the mythic 
imagination, and their combinations in this story 
suggests the making of a modern myth. "The Ballad 
of the Sad Cafd" may be set in a twentieth century 
Southern town and speak of things like Greyhound 
buses and brick privies and marijuana cigarettes, 
but the imagination which informs it is in many 
important ways close kin to the imagination of 
those ancient authors who set their stories on 
Olympus, in Valhalla, and in potions. 
Griffith credits McGullers' mythic imagination for the story's suc¬ 
cess; she invests the story with archetypal qualities and characters 
^Oliver Evans, "The Case of Carson McCullers," Georgia Review 
18 (Spring 1964) » 44. 
^Albert J. Griffith, "Carson McCullers' Myth of the Sad Cafd," 
Georgia Review 21 (Spring 1967V, 46. 
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and inheres the perverse story with mythic beauty.^ The chain gang, 
for example, becomes a symbol of human communication and love, rather 
than a symbol of imprisonment. The chain gang, ordinarily represent¬ 
ative of frustration and hopelessness, is transfigured from a real¬ 
istic horror to a symbolic hope, a fleeting glimpse of humanity's 
coming together--if only briefly. Here, also, we come into contact 
with McCullers' dual vision: the realist summons the details of the 
chain gang, the sound of picks, the hard sunlight, and the smell of 
sweat, and the romanticist charges the image with unexpected associ- 
ations--with music and spiritual harmony. It is this fusion which 
imbues her works with their haunting, mystical aura. The idea of 
the unity hidden beneath the duality is the mainspring of her works. 
One of the recurring dichotomies in McCullers' fiction is be¬ 
tween illusion and realicy. At times, McCullers seems to side with 
the realist who has no delusions and no "inside room." Illusions 
are favored at other times, however, as being necessary to cope with 
the harshness of reality. Although Mick matures after her initia¬ 
tion into adulthood, the responsibility incurred leaves her too 
tired to create: she is shut off from the "inside room." Conversely, 
visions of the ideal world may blind the dreamers to the beauty im¬ 
mediately around them, just as Frankie is often insensitive to the 
devoted love of Berenice and John Henry. Frankie and other such 
dreamers are criticized for their lack of consideration because of 
their reraoteness and desire for the exotic and faraway. McCullers 
argues for a belief in the Ideal, but a concomitant acceptance of 
^Griffith, "Carson McCullers' Myth of the Sad Caf£j" 47. 
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reality's limitations is also necessary if one is to be a responsible, 
compassionate human being. In this respect (her recognition of the 
need for two visions), McCullers conforms to Woolf's definition of 
the androgynous writer, even though the imaginative world often 
reigns supreme for both McCullers and her protagonists. Her writing 
style, which is at once ethereal and factual, reflects this dual 
vision. Even her appearance reflects her androgyny: Gore Vidal 
writes of McCullers' "dreaming, androgynous face in its ikon ele¬ 
gance . 
O 
Gore Vidal, "Carson McCullers' Clock Without Hands," in 




Carson McCullers' idealistic protagonists are seekers after 
the impossible. Their precarious search may be after self-identity, 
for fellowship with other humans, for beauty, or for involvement 
in a meaningful social cause. The obstacle to their spiritual quest 
is usually their grandiose expectations and denial of the immediate 
world. Frankie, an adolescent version of Walt Whitman, seeks connec¬ 
tion with all people and all things and wishes to donate a quart of 
blood a week to the Red Cross so that "her blood would be in the 
veins of Australians and Fighting French and Chinese, all over the 
whole world, and it would be as though she were close kin to all of 
these people." Her desire, springing as it does from a selfish 
yearning for heroism, lacks true altruistic motivation. The search, 
with all of the human vanities and outside pressures which inevit¬ 
ably thwart it, is a major theme in the works of McCullers. No 
search is so often attempted and so often subverted as the search 
for love, and no relationship is as paramount as that of the lover 
and the beloved. 
In the Symposium of Plato, Socrates advocates movement from the 
appreciation of individual human beauty (which is the lowest rung 
on the ladder of love) to an appreciation of the beauty of all 
nature. Plato's science of love operates in reverse for McCullers' 
tramp in "A Tree. A Rock. A Cloud.," however, the attainment of 
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love for one individual being the ultimate, the highest rung. Host 
of McCullers' characters seldom marry, and none are happily married 
(except in the past), indicating her pessimism concerning the pros¬ 
pect of love in this dual world. At best, love can redeem only mo¬ 
mentarily. Frank Ba.ldanza in "Plato in Dixie" writes of McCullers' 
"morbid preoccupation with sublunar imperfection"^: her grotesque 
characters, he argues, reflect on a grand scale the physical, worldly 
impediments to ideal love. The physical and mental defects make 
even sex impossible, and when spiritual love occurs, it is miracu¬ 
lous . Her grotesque characters reveal the dichotomy between the 
physical and the spiritual worlds. Love needs to be spiritual in 
order to survive, physical love being transitory and exploitative. 
As Baldanza observes, the characters' physical defects represent the 
worthlessness of the material realm because behind the physical, 
sensory world, there lies an unseen world which is more true and 
gives what facts they possess to the sensory objects.^ In order to 
reveal love as an absolute, McCullers presents it in action as an 
"abstract force that overrides all barriers of age, sex, time, and 
distance and that manifests itself in an endless variety of ways."^ 
Hence, the beloved often appears to be ludicrous or unworthy to 
all others except the lover. Frankie, the twelve-year-old heroine 
1F rank Baldanza, "Plato in Dixie," Georgia Review 12 (Spring 
1958) , 151. 
2lbid., p. 154. 
-^Ibid. , p . 156 . 
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of The Member of the Wedding, falls in love with a wedding, much to 
the amusement of Berenice, the black cook. As she tells Frankie, 
"I never before in all my days heard of anybody falling in love with 
a wedding. I have knew many peculiar things, but I have never heard 
of that before.'"^ As ridiculous as it may appear, falling in love 
with a wedding is an apt symbol of adolescent confusion when there 
are so many mixed emotions--the need to belong, the desire for 
identity, and the need for love. The search for adrogynous unity is 
manifested by Frankie's love for the wedding couple, her brother, 
Jarvis, and his bride-to-be Janice. Frankie explains to Berenice 
that she is not jealous of Janice because "I couldn't be jealous of 
one of them without being jealous of them both. I sociate the two 
of them together.Indeed, she places much emphasis on the fact 
that the couple's names both begin with "JA." The couple represents 
the androgynous whole toward which this neophyte half-girl, half-boy 
longs, the androgynous ideal described by Aristophanes in the 
Symposium. As Frankie explains, "They are the we of me." Because 
of this sense of belonging, I'rankie experiences a feeling of connec-^ 
tion with everyone she meets, including an organ grinder and his j 
monkey. ^ 
Berenice, despite her declarations of worldly wisdom, is also 
idealistic in her approach to love and in her dream of a world with¬ 
out racism, a dream symbolized by her blue glass eye. Berenice is 
in search of the other half of her androgynous self. Baldanza 
^Carson McCullers, The Member of the Wedding (Boston: Houghton 
Miflin Co., 1946), pp. 67-68. 
^Ibid., p. 15. 
claims that Berenice's three marriages after the first one to Ludie 
Freeman were a reversal of the Platonic theory because she had al¬ 
ready found her "other half" in Ludie, and there can be only one 
"other half."6 The subsequent marriages after Ludie's death were 
disastrous, one husband was a "sorry old liquor drinker," one was 
crazy, and the last gouged out her eye and stole her furniture. Try 
as she might, Berenice could not duplicate Ludie or the love they 
shared for nine years. Their complete unity is summarized in Bere¬ 
nice's wistful words, "Me and Ludie...Ludie and me." Like the 
primeval androgyne, she and Ludie formed a circle; there was no di¬ 
vision, no separation. Consequently, Berenice's life after Ludie's 
death was a futile attempt to reenact the past. Berenice's love is 
of a sensual kind, however, which is one reason why it is doomed to 
disillusionment. Unlike Frankie, who feels a spiritual connection 
with humanity because of her love for the wedding, Berenice's love is 
more rooted in the physical than in the metaphysical world. In her 
search for Ludie's replacement, she is led astray by physical re¬ 
semblances. She was drawn to the second husband because he had a 
mashed thumb like Ludie's and to the third because of his coat. 
Berenice finally realizes the foolhardiness of this attempt: 
"Why don't you see what I was doing?" asked 
Berenice. "I loved Ludie and he was the 
first man I loved. Therefore, I had to go 
and copy myself forever afterward. What I 
did was to marry off little pieces of Ludie 
whenever I came across them. It was just 
my misfortune they all turned out to be the 
wrong pieces. My intention was to repeat 
me and Ludie..."' 
^Baldanza, "Plato in Dixie," 160. 
^McCullers, The Member of the Wedding, pp. 87-88. 
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The key words are "copy," "repeat," and "pieces." Berenice cannot 
"copy" herself because there is only one Ludie, the implication 
being that the circle of her androgynous self can never be completed 
again because there is only one "other half." A reference to Aristo¬ 
phanes' description of the androgyne will serve to reinforce the 
analogy between Berencie's inveterate search and the original andro¬ 
gynous self: 
...the primeval man was round, his back and 
sides forming a circle; and he had four hands 
and four feet, one head with two faces, look¬ 
ing opposite ways, set on a round neck and 
precisely alike..."" 
Berenice may be able to find "pieces" of Ludie's physical being in 
others, but she can never fully capture the spiritual essence of 
Ludie. Coming to this realization after a lifetime of failed marri¬ 
ages, Berenice marries T. T., who is a decent man who bears no re¬ 
semblance to Ludie. Albeit he does not stir the flames of passion 
as Ludie had, Berenice is luckier than most McCullers' characters 
because she had been happily married for nine years. It is signifi¬ 
cant, however, that her happiness in love existed in the past. 
Another rare instance of a fulfilling marriage is that of Judge 
Clane and Miss Missy. This phenomenon also exists in the past, and, 
in accordance with the author's pessimism concerning love in this 
world, the discovery of love leads to unhappiness for Judge Clane 
when Miss Missy dies. After her death, he embarks on a fruitless 
search for another Miss Missy, only to discover that choir singers 
who are also "canny poker players" are not easy to find: 
O 
Plato, Symposium, p. 354. 
2? 
The Judge never thought consciously of marry¬ 
ing again; indeed, he often spoke of his wife 
as though she were alive. Still there was 
this hollow yearning that he tried to fill 
with food or alcohol or watching choir ladies. 
And there had begun a veiled, subconscious 
search for his dead wife.^ 
After several ill-fated attempts to find a surrogate for his dead 
wife, the disheartened old judge finally resigns himself to being 
a widower. The rare McCullers characters who are fortunate enough 
to experience mutual love do so only once. 
The deemphasis of sex in McCullers' fiction has been noted by 
innumerable critics. The reason for this deemphasis is her concern 
for the lover's spiritual self: the beloved is the lover's extension 
of self, the attempt at self-definition. Because the main characters 
function as lovers who are also questers and dreamers, the beloved 
becomes associated with the quest and the dream, rather than with a 
romantic or sexual role. McCullers' science of love dictates 
that it is the lover, not the beloved, who determines the quality of 
the experience. To fully make her point, McCullers treats love in a 
desexualized manner, and the beloved is often a grotesque and highly 
unlikely recipient of the lover's attentions. Because the lover's 
motivations are so often self-seeking, the relationship is often 
doomed to failure. W. R. Robinson observes that love most often 
leads to bitter knowledge and that the authorial stance is one of 
"realistic romanticism in which love is assessed coolly."^ 
^Carson McCullers, Clock Without Hands (Boston: Houghton Miflin 
Company, 1953; reprint ed. , 1961) , pm 53~. 
-'-^Robinson, "The Life of Carson McCullers' Imagination," 292. 
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Most often, the characters are physically different from norma¬ 
tive society, just as they are psychically set apart. One particular 
way in which the McCullers characters differ from the norm is in 
their choice of love objects: love comes in every variety in her 
fiction. In fact, her bisexual and homosexual characters have been 
partially responsible for the controversy over McCullers, a writer 
who explores love in all of the forms that it assumes. For a writer 
who is so thorough in her continuing discourse on love, there is a 
curious omission of sexuality for the most part. As previously noted, 
this omission is due to her primary emphasis on the beloved as the 
lover's quest for the Ideal. Given this criterion, the love object 
can be of any sex, age, or type. Captain Penderton of Reflections 
in a Golden Eye is enamoured of Private Williams because the latter 
is primitive and untroubled by che self-consciousness and masochism 
from which the Captain suffers. Often the beloved does not possess 
the qualities which the lover projects onto him or her: Singer 
imagines that Antonapoulos' silence reflects a kind of stoic wisdom, 
and Mick endows Singer with en understanding of her and the "inside 
room" which he is far from possessing. A. J. L. Busst defines the 
androgyne as "a person who unites certain of the essential character¬ 
istics of both sexes and who, consequently, may be considered as 
both a man and a woman or as neither a man nor a woman, as bisexual 
11 
or asexual." With this definition in mind, one can see the andro¬ 
gynous or asexual nature of love in McCullers' fiction. Love as a 
search for unity is McCullers' emphasis. 




THE MALE ANDROGYNE 
As I have noted, Carson McCullers often writes of characters 
who are set apart due to physical or psychological reasons or both. 
Characters quite frequently differ from the norm by possessing qua¬ 
lities usually associated with the other sex. One of the major con¬ 
flicts is their attempt to resolve the male and female poles within 
them. Most never achieve harmony between the male and female ele¬ 
ments, however, jBiff Brannon, the caf£ owner in The Heart is a 
Lonely Hunter, achieves a partial resolution at the novel's conclu¬ 
sion; because he has more insight into himself and others than any 
other McCullers' character, he is the only one to achieve any sem¬ 
blance of equilibrium. Because he is observant and intuitive, Biff 
is the only character in the novel who recognizes Singer for what 
he is and does not deify him. From behind the counter of the New 
York cafd, Biff silently observes the people who come and go, seeking 
solace for their loneliness. | The caf£ becomes the focal point of the 
novel, as it is in The Ballad of the Sad Caf£ and as the kitchen is 
in The Member of the Wedding. 
The lonely and the outcast come to the caf£ because Biff is 
tenderhearted, ever willing to give away a free beer or to lend 
money. He keeps the restaurant open as long as anyone is there, even 
though it loses money. The caf£ is not clean because Biff is not 
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much of a businessman, being more interested in his customers than 
in making a profit. One day's window display, for instance, con¬ 
sisted of a duck dinner with all the trimmings "laid out to attract 
customers." Unfortunately, the "gravy from the duck had run into 
the cranberry sauce and a fly was stuck in the dessert." The cafd 
began going downhill and became a losing enterprise after the death 
of his wife, who was more business-minded and efficient. Biff be¬ 
longs to the world of the artistic-minded (which McCullers associates 
with the feminine principle), rather than to the world of commerce 
and profiteering (which is associated with the masculine principle). 
Biff possesses the mind of the writer, whose business is life itself. 
As such, he is the only character to really wonder and ask questions 
about the others. This he does from the ideal vantage point of the 
cafd. Because he incorporates both the masculine and the feminine, 
he is more capable of understanding the motivations of the lonely 
people who seek refuge in the cafd, a beacon in the stormy isolation 
of their lives. In his role as commentator and by reason of his 
androgynous nature, Biff performs a function similar to that of 
Tiresias in The Waste Land, identifying and empathizing with all 
of the rootless drifters who wander in and out,. Biff observes and 
records the life around him, combining feeling and intuition with 
scientific detachment. His weakness is that he is too much ashamed 
of his feminine nature and tries to suppress it, just as he tells 
Jake Blount that the Agua perfume is aftershave. 
Biff first appears in the novel standing behind the counter of 
the caf£ with his eyes intently perusing the scene around him: 
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half a dozen customers drinking, Jake Blount, a stranger passing 
through town who is drunk and dangerously boisterous, and the deaf- 
mute, John Singer, sitting by himself. It is midnight, and the 
streets outside are deserted. After intently surveying the situation, 
Biff proceeds upstairs where he and his wife commence to quarrel over 
Jake Blount. His business-minded wife Alice rebukes him for keeping 
Blount on, considering that the "sponger" has not paid one bill in 
the past week: "For a week now he hasn't paid one cent. And all his 
wild talking and carryings on will ruin any decent trade." The mis¬ 
match is obvious from their first words to one another. Nonetheless, 
their marriage has lasted a long time even though in one of their 
quarrels, "they had begun calling each other Mister and Hisses, and 
since then they had never made it up enought to change it." Alice ob¬ 
jects to Blount not only for his living on credit, but also for his 
being "nothing but a bum and a freak." Biff protests, arguing that 
he likes freaks, and Alice unconsciously reveals an important truth 
about Biff when she says, "I reckon you do! I just reckon you cer¬ 
tainly ought to, Mister Brannon--being as you're one yourself."1 
Given their^opposite characters, it is inevitable that they either 
ignore one another or argue: Alice is controlled by masculine motives, 
and Biff is governed by feminine ones. As such, they have no communi¬ 
cation whatsoever: Biff leads an examined and examining life, whereas 
Alice lives on an unconscious level. As Biff explains to Alice, she 
lacks awareness: 
•'-Carson McCullers , The Heart is a Lonely Hunter (New York: 
Houghton Miflin, 194° ), p. 12. 
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"Or maybe it's curiosity I mean. You don't 
ever see or notice anything important that 
goes on. You never watch and think and try 
to figure anything out. Maybe that's the 
biggest difference between you and me, 
after all."2 
In keeping with her lack of awareness, Alice is almost asleep 
during Biff's one-sided dialogue. Biff, on the other hand, is 
alert (as usual) and watches the amorphous being beneath the cover 
with detachment before going downstairs again. 
In the scene which ensues, he listens alertly to Jake Blount's 
monologue on politics, accurately observing that although Blount 
has intelligence, he lacks the ability to make connections or to 
unify his thoughts logically because he is too emotional, too ob¬ 
sessed. Biff, on the other hand, can make connections between ideas 
because he is both rational and intuitive. Biff is fairly reliable 
as a narrator, and the characters are often presented through his 
eyes. He has little insight into himself, however, because his 
reason inhibits and restrains his maternal impulses and tenderness. 
His affection for Mick, the daughter he never had, makes him uneasy 
around her, for example, and she misinterprets his anxiety for dislike. 
Biff, as. previously noted, has affinity for freaks, feeling as he 
does that he himself is one because of his feminine proclivities. 
His affection for Mick develops because she is the child he never had, 
and because she, too, is of ambivalent sex. Like Tiresias, Biff can 
empathize with others; the two have experienced emotions common to 
both sexes. Because he, unlike Tiresias, has not come to terms with 
his ambivalence, however, his emotions of tenderness cause him anguish. 
Cullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 12. 
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His affection takes the form of motherly protectiveness, and, after 
selling Mick the cigarettes (which she smokes to stunt her growth), 
he wonders if he should have sold them to her. 
Because the children he so desperately desires are denied him, 
he compensates by channeling his nurturing impulses toward freaks. 
He has a "special friendly feeling" for the sick and the freakish, 
offering drinks on the house to harelips, hunchbacks, and cripples. 
The fellow who was emasculated in a boiler explosion is especially 
given solicitous treatment, including a pint of liquor, whenever he 
comes to town. Because of Biff's anxiety over his sexuality, the 
preferential attention given the explosion victim is understandable. 
Noting Blount's self-consciousness over his lips, which he tries to 
hide behind his hand, Biff observes that everyone has a special phy¬ 
sical part which he keeps guarded. Mick tries to hide her developing 
breasts (the physical sign of approaching womanhood), and Biff is 
embarrassed by his genitals. By hiding these physical reminders of 
their gender, they are attempting to deny their sex and sexuality, 
sensing discrepency between their own desires and those society pre¬ 
scribes for their given sex: 
Both Mick, who would rather be a boy any day, 
and Biff, who begins using perfume when his 
wife dies, are sexually ambivalent. Essent¬ 
ially, all are just as freakish as the literal 
freak, Singer, and suffer just as much from 
isolation. But only Biff perceives this and 
is capable of relating his vision to a funda¬ 
mental paradox in human nature, the ambivalent 
motives which keep him suspended between two 
worlds,...between bitter irony and faith. 
The anxiety which Biff feels about his sex is also reflected in the 
way he washes himself, taking a sponge bath from the belt upward every 
^Margaret Sue Sullivan, "Carson McCullers, 1917-1947: The Conver¬ 
sion of Experience" (Ph.D. dissertation, Duke University, 1966), p. 196 
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morning, and v/ashing completely only twice during the season. Biff 
identifies more with women than with men: he wears Alice's Agua per¬ 
fume after her death, and he wears his mother's wedding ring. There 
is no mention of his father, but he does think and worry about his 
mother, recollecting her reading Bible passages and wondering how she 
would have taken his loss of religious faith. As Eisinger explains: 
Biff Brannon is not so much divided between love 
and hate as he is between male and female. His 
task is to heal the division or reconcile the 
parts and make himself whole. 4- 
C. G. Jung's concepts of the persona (the outer personality) and 
the anima (the inner self) concern this male-female division. The uncon¬ 
scious personality usually contains the qualities which the conscious 
lacks. Jung goes as far as to say that the more masculine a man's per¬ 
sona , the more feminine his anima will be. Thus, the male psyche (which 
Jung describes as authoritative, logical, and orderly) has a feminine 
component (which is emotional, receptive, and anarchic) existing in 
the subconscious. The same is true in reverse for the female psyche.^ 
Biff has a difficult time accepting this division within himself. 
Biff comes to terms with himself partially, but not before much 
troubled thought, especially concerning his love for Mick. When Mick 
comes in-during cold weather for a cup of hot chocolate, he sells it 
to her at half price. Although he longs to "reach out his hand and 
touch her sunburned, tousled hair," he is uneasy about revealing his 
affection for her. Because touching is strictly forbidden to males 
of this society, Biff is afraid to express himself physically, fear- 
^Chester E. Eisinger, Fiction of the Forties (Chicago: The Uni¬ 
versity of Chicago Press , 19637^ p"! 249. 
5c. G. Jung, Psychological Types, ed. R.F.C. Hull of the trans, 
by H. G. Baynes (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971; reprint 
ed., 1974), p. 469. 
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ing rejection and ridicule. He redirects his impulse to show af¬ 
fection to more acceptable forms, such as offering gifts or by in¬ 
dulging in fantasy, turning "to a picture that had long been stored 
inside him." As Alice lies dying in the hospital after having had 
a tumor "almost the size of a newborn child" removed, Biff recreates 
his favorite fantasy: 
The cold green ocean and a hot gold strip of 
sand. The little children playing on the edge 
of the silky line of foam. The sturdy brown 
baby girl, the thin little naked boys, the half- 
grown children running and calling out to each 
other with sweet, shrill voices. Children were 
here whom he knew, Mick and his niece, Baby, and 
there were also strange young faces no one had 
ever seen before.6 
Biff may escape with the emotional indulgence of fantasy, but 
he is also logical and realistic (normally designated as masculine 
traits). He becomes enraged at his sister for being too emotionally 
blinded in her love for Leroy, who has deserted her twice. He asks 
her accusingly, "Don't you ever use logic--if these are the given 
facts, this ought to be the result?" Lucile also recognizes Biff's 
rational way of thinking and tells him that his "mind runs by reason 
instead of just wants." Unfortunately, Biff's rationality leaves 
him paralyzed emotionally, and he is unable to express his true feel¬ 
ings. In his role as commentator and philosopher. Biff makes genera¬ 
lizations from his own experiences and from the people he encounters, 
using observable facts to intuitively arrive at observations of life 
in general. Seeing Mick, gawky and looking ill-at-ease in a pleated 
skirt thst shows her sharp, bony knees, he concludes that she is at 
the age when she "looked as much like an overgrown boy as a girl." 
bMcCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 95. 
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This observation leads him to a consideration of the mystery of 
sexual identity: 
And on that subject why was it that the smartest 
people mostly missed that point? By nature, all 
people are of both sexes. So that marriage and 
the bed is not all by any means. The proof? 
Real youth and old age. Because often old men's 
voices grow high and reedy and they take on a 
mincing walk. And old women sometimes grow fat 
and their voices get rough and deep and they 
grow dark little moustaches. And he even proved 
it himself--the part of him that sometimes almost 
wished he was a mother and that Mick and Baby 
were his kids.' 
These thoughts make him uncomfortable, however, and he turns 
abruptly from the cash register, going downstairs to peruse his 
orderly system of filed newspapers. The collection is outlined ac¬ 
cording to international, national, and local news. Everything is 
"docketed and outlined and complete." The collection, therefore, 
represents Biff's need for logic and order; it is a sanctuary from 
the distrubing emotions which had beset him just a few minutes be¬ 
fore. Being afraid to acknowledge his emotions, he finds comfort 
in his immaculately compiled system of hard, cold facts. With 
"peaceful absorption," Biff directs his attention to the newspapers 
before him, "but from habit some secondary part of him was alert to 
everything around him." This secondary part, his female side, will 
not let him completely ignore his uncomfortable emotions. Hearing 
an old song from his engagement days on the radio, Biff is suddenly 
shaken from his concentration and cannot ignore the intruding emo¬ 
tions. Sentiment, usually off-limits emotionally for the male, ap¬ 
pears in the form of an old song and disturbs his shield of imper¬ 
sonal logic. Although he assumes a facade of coolness, emotion 
^McCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 103. 
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manages to seep through this protective shield. 
Women are usually depicted as having a predilection for cos 
metics, clothes, and decoration, and Biff can be said to be feminine 
in his fondness for such things. After Alice's death, he is better 
able to express his liking for these things, but he does so in a 
secretive and guilty manner. While rummaging in the bathroom closet, 
he discovers Alice's bottle of Agua Florida perfume, which he dabbles 
furtively on himself--afterwards exchanging a "deadly secret glance 
with himself in the mirror." The scent is also an important re¬ 
minder of Alice and their years together, revealing his sentimental 
side once again. In additional to the perfume, he also discovers 
a bottle of Alice's lemon rinse which he begins using, at the same 
time recognizing the strangeness of it: "Certain whims that he had 
ridiculed in Alice were now his own. Why?" 8 He clings to these 
two memories of her, but completely redecorates the bedroom which he 
had thought "tacky." He replaces the iron bed with a studio couch, 
exchanges the lace pillows for blue-silk cushions, sews deep red 
curtains, and places a photograph of Baby and a picture of Little Boy 
Blue over the mantel. The scientific-collector part of him is respon¬ 
sible for the collection of curios--butterfly specimens, an arrowhead, 
and a curious rock--which he arrnages in a glass case. But the femi¬ 
nine aesthetic sensibility is also in view--a little Japanese pagoda 
with glass pendents sits on the table. In addition to thse curios 
and decorations, he also has a box of souvenirs and old pictures of 
Alice. Among the souvenirs is his mother's hairpin. As a child, he 
^McCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 173. 
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had been fascinated by her hairdressing. He played with the hairpins 
as if they were dolls because their curved shape reminded him of a 
lady s. A cigar box full of scraps of cloth also held his interest 
for hours, and he loved "the feel and colors of beautiful cloth." 
When he was six, however, his mother, "a tall, strong woman with a 
sense of duty like a man," took the scraps away from him. Having 
loved him best, his mother continued to exert a profound influence 
on him even after her death: he dreams of her and wears the worn 
wedding ring always. 
Biff is quick to show interest in others, but he is careful to 
reveal little about his own emotional side. After asking Blount to 
name his favorite historical era, Biff does not divulge that his own 
choice would have been Ancient Greece: "Walking in sandals on the 
edge of the blue Aegean. The loose robes girdled at the waist. 
Children. The marble baths and the contemplations in the temples. 
After Blount leans over suddenly to smell Biff's face and inquires, 
"Perfume?", Biff hastily replies that it is aftershave lotion. He 
is afraid to respond honestly, just as he is afraid to tell Blount 
his secret dream about Ancient Greece. As this fantasy about Greece 
reveals, Biff has an aesthetic, romantic temperament which he steal¬ 
thily tries to conceal. He is at heart a poet rather than a restaurant 
proprieter. He may be a collector of facts, specimens, and details, 
but his is not an accountant mentality. Balancing his innate drive 
for facts is a love for the beautiful and aesthetically pleasing. 
For example, he also plays songs on the mandolin, popular, sentimental 
tunes like "Love's Old Sweet Song," and other melodies which (like the 
^McCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 1£4. 
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Agua Florida) remind him of his courtship days. As I shall later 
remark, Captain Penderton of Reflections in a Golden Eye is like 
Biff because both are men of reason, collectors of facts and details, 
and sexually ambivalent individuals, but Biff is presented sympa¬ 
thetically due to his sensibility, kindness, and compassion. As 
Margaret Sullivan observes, the Captain is essentially the same, "but 
his sensitivity has degenerated into nervous finicalness; he is sub¬ 
jected to a brutal psychoanalysis."''"^ 
Biff is nervous too because of his sexual ambivalence, but his 
humanity saves him from being a psychotic like Captain Penderton. 
Biff's nervousness causes Mick to mistake his hoarse voice and gruff 
manner for dislike, but he does no one harm, as Penderton does. The 
suppressed ability to love, even though it is often hidden, saves 
Biff. When his niece comes to visit, he is described as soothing her 
with candy gum, straightening the yoke of her dress and retying her 
sash and crushing the bow "to just the right shape with his fingers." 
Lucile, Biff's sister-in-law and Baby's mother, tells him, "Bartholo¬ 
mew, you'd make a mighty gooa mother," and Biff replies, "That's a 
compliment.""'""'- After listening to Lucile's complaints about Baby's 
sassiness and refusal to practice her elocution, Bibb criticizes 
Lucile: "If you'd quit picking with her so much she'd be all right." 
Indeed, Biff would make a better parent than Lucile because he recog¬ 
nizes Lucile's obsession with making Baby into a child actress is 
dangerous. Lucile wanes to live vicariously through her child, but 
•'-^Sullivan, "Carson McCullers , 1917-1947: The Conversion of 
Experience," p. 215. 
McCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 176. 
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Biff merely wants to love. The thought of seeing Baby or Mick is 
enough to cheer him. 
Once, after memories of Alice and "broken pictures... like a 
scattered jigsaw puzzle" lead him to dreary thoughts of death and 
the meaning of life, it is the thought that perhaps Mick would come 
in that keeps him from despair: "He straightened his clothes and 
1 o 
smoothed back his hair. A warmth and liveliness returned to him." 
Dwelling on the past leads to thoughts of death, which are driven 
away by the maternal impulse, which belongs to life. Unlike Pender- 
ton, who gravitates toward death, Biff's ability to love protects 
him from an obsession with death. Biff is not a sado-masochist like 
Penderton, but he is an unhappy loner because of society's strictures 
upon the non-conformist. Because of this censure, Biff suffers from 
guilt. On Sundays, he walks in the neighborhood, hoping to catch a 
glimpse of Mick, all the time thinking that "he had no business going 
to the place where he was headed" and that "there was something about 
it that was--not quite right." Because she is poor, Mick has only a 
few clothes: on Sundays, she wears stockings with runs and a dress 
with a dingy lace collar, and on other days, she wears a blue skirt 
and sweater. Biff yearns to give her something "real" rather than a 
sundae or sweets: "That was all he wanted for himself--to give to her. 
Biff's mouth hardened. He had done nothing wrong but in him he felt 
a strange guilt. Why? The dark guilt in all men, unreckoned and 
13 
without a name." I think that "men" refers quite specifically here 
•^McCullers , The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, pp. 181-182. 
Ibid., p. IV8. 
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to males, not to the universal meaning. The "dark guilt in all men" 
is the guilt caused by the desire to love and the fear of ridicule. 
Unable to express himself fully, Biff must be satisfied with what 
little contact he can find, always feeling guilty, however. Fearing 
that Harry's job with him might interfere with school and sleep, Biff 
advises the boy, "You need about nine and a half hours at your age, 
son. Pure, wholesome sleep." Immediately, he becomes embarrassed, 
however, and worries that Harry may think it none of his business. 
vJhen the boy mentions that he knows Mick, Biff feels "as though his 
ears had caught afire": "He knew himself to be a fool. He wanted to 
turn and walk away and yet he only stood there, smiling and mashing 
his nose with his thumb. 'You know her?' he asked faintly.-'-^' Harry 
tells Biff that he lives next door to Mick, but he is a senior and 
she is a freshman, so he does not know her well. This information is 
surely not earth-shaking, but Biff "stored this meager information 
neatly in his mind to be thought over later when he was alone." 
After hurriedly leaving and shutting himself in his private room down¬ 
stairs, Biff conjures one of his favorite daydreams, while languidly 
rocking in the chair and plucking the mandolin: 
To adopt a couple of little children. A boy 
and a girl. About three or four years old so 
they would always feel like he was their own 
father. Their Dad. Our Father. The little 
girl like Mick (or Baby?) at that age...And 
the clothes he would make for her--pink crepe 
de chine frocks with dainty smocking at the 
yoke and sloeves...The little boy walked be¬ 
hind him and copied the things he did. In 
the summer the three of them would go to a 
cottage on the Gulf and he would dress the 
children in their sun suits and guide them 
carefully into the green, shallow waves. 
And then they would bloom as he grew old. 
■^McCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 179. 
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Our Father. And they would come to him with 
questions and he would answer them. 
The process Biff undergoes (he stores up his emotions and the informa¬ 
tion about Mick to be contemplated later) is similar to that experi¬ 
enced by the poet--the assimilation of detail is collected and pondered 
over later. Or as Wordsworth expresses it, "Poetry is the spontaneous 
overflow of powerful feelings: it takes its origin from emotion recol¬ 
lected in tranquility." It is just such a process that Biff experi¬ 
ences. Like the true artist, Biff draws conclusions from observable 
matter, moving from an observation to an intuitive generalization, 
from specifics to generalities. While watching his customers, he 
thinks : 
People eating. The wide-open mouths with the 
food pushed in. What was it? The line he had 
read not long ago. Life was only a matter of 
intake and alimentation and reproduction. The 
place was crowded. There was a swing band on 
the radio. 
He is alert to his physical surroundings, but he is also on a different 
plane. For some, life may be merely a "matter of intake and alimenta¬ 
tion and reproduction," but Biff is not one of these because he pos¬ 
sesses a higher sensibility. He is both an androgyne and a poet. He 
is ostrasized from society, becoming a loner, unable to find a niche 
in the sexually polarized world around him. The intolerance toward 
the modern androgyne is not the extreme sort practiced by Romulus, 
who ordered hermaphrodites thrown into the Tiber, but it has caused 
Biff to withdraw into himself. McCullers implies that society's 
narrow-mindedness results in a two-fold bias: Biff is unhappy, and 
l^McCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 180. 
16Ibid., p. 177. 
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society is deprived of a valuable contributor. 
At the book's end, Biff idly arranges fresh summer flowers in 
the front window, filling the red pottery tub with the brilliant 
zinnias. Among the zinnias, he discovers "a freak plant, a zinnia 
with six bronze petals and two red." He examines the curio and lays 
it aside to save. The "freak plant" is like Biff himself, composed 
of diverse elements, and like the flower, Biff, too, is set aside 
(from society). Turning his attention away from the flower. Biff 
takes up a crossword puzzle, which, like the newspaper collection, 
represents his need for logic and order. Again, he is distracted 
from his attempt to escape into the impersonal, and his attention is 
drawn back to the lone flower, which he decides is "not such a curious 
specimen after all" and not worth saving. This rejection is a reflec¬ 
tion of his own feelings of unworthiness for failing to conform. 
While Biff is plucking the petals, the last one comes out" on love, 
and he is filled with a sense of loss because he has no one to love: 
"But who? Who would he be loving now? No one person. Anybody decent 
who came in out of the street to sit for an hour and have a drink. 
But no one person. He had known his loves and they were over."-^ 
Even his love for Mick has ended. Having reluctantly accepted the 
responsibilities and confines of womanhood, Mick has changed and 
grown older: "Her rough and childish ways were almost gone." She has 
now assumed the mantle of femininity, becoming "ladylike and delicate" 
in her ways: 
■L^McCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 272. 
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He watched her and felt only a sort of gentle¬ 
ness. In him the old feeling was gone. For a 
year this love had blossomed strangely. He had 
questioned it a hundred times and found no an¬ 
swer. And now, as a summer flower shatters in 
September, it was finished. There was no one.-'-0 
The above lines reveal Biff's limitations: he has been so indoc¬ 
trinated by society concerning a male's role that he cannot recognize 
and accept his needs. Because of this, he can never fully understand 
himself, and his insights can never develop. While lost in meditation, 
he experiences a "swift radiance of illumination," and his soul ex¬ 
pands, but only for a moment, because "in him he felt a warning, a 
shaft of terror." Afraid to rebel against society and live-out his 
fantasies, Biff is suspended between two worlds, between "radiance 
and darkness" and "bitter irony and faith." Afraid to face the chal¬ 
lenge of this vision, he turns away sharply, asking himself, "But 
motherogod, was he a sensible man or was he not?"-^ Unable to accept 
his feminine self, he submerges it beneath a facade of "bitter irony," 
and his true desires remain subliminal. The masculine side is in 
ascension because of this submergence of the feminine: thus, Biff is 
not a true androgyne, a whole person, because he is unable to find 
equilibrium between his two selves. He is suspended, therefore, 
rather than balanced. Chester E. Eisinger describes Biff as a 
"secular seeker, trying to learn the why of men and women, of life 
and death." Biff fails to arrive at any insight with male logic 
alone, but "when he unites male logic and female intuition in his 
hermaphroditic soul, he emerges, as at the end of the book, in the 




most favorable position of any of the characters." As previously 
noted, however, Biff is afraid to confront his feminine self, and his 
insights are only momentary, his potential never fully realized. Con¬ 
sequently, he is a lonely man who, although capable of tenderness, can 
find no outlet for his affection. 
The novel opens and closes with Biff because, as Ihab H. Hassan 
explains, "In Brannon we are asked to entertain an image of clumsy en¬ 
durance , a will for right action which no excess of hate or suffering 
or disenchantment can wholly suspend."^''" His final vision is central 
to the novel, although it is not fully realized. Thus, Biff remains 
a half-compassionate, half-ironic detached observer of life, but not 
an active participant. After Alice's death, he is able to express the 
feminine side of his personality in physical ways--the perfume, the 
lemon rinse, the decorations--but he is still too paralyzed by fear 
to express his feminine side in emotional ways. Biff, like the other 
characters, is out-of-touch with himself. The novel ends with his 
point-of-view because he is such a pathetic example of humanity's 
potential for love as well as the failure to act upon it. Biff is 
forced into a life of seclusion and becomes a mere onlooker, although 
he is capable of loving deeply. That Biff has retained his high de¬ 
gree of sensitivity is unusual, considering society's suppression of 
anything feminine in the male. Usually, these qualities are destroyed 
at an early age. John Henry, for instance, dies literally, and Bubber 
dies a spiritual death. McCullers' meaning is clear: those who do 
20Eisinger, Fiction of the Forties, p. 249. 
21 Ihab H. Hassan, "Carson McCullers: The Alchemy of Love and 
Aesthetics of Pain," Modern Fiction Studies, 5 (Winter 195°), 317. 
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not become carbon copies of either the male or female master plan 
cannot survive in this rigidly polarized world. John Henry, who likes 
perfume, dolls, and dressing up in hats and high heels, dies of menin¬ 
gitis when he is only six. This precocious and sensitive little boy 
who would create a world where people were half boy and half girl has 
no possibility of surviving in this world. Significantly, Rubber's 
conversion from a trusting and innocent child into a suspicious outcast 
occurs as a result of his desire to see Baby's pink pocketbook and to 
touch her pink costume. When he expresses his desire for a costume 
like Baby's, Spareribs, one of the neighborhood boys, calls him a 
"sissy," and when Baby ignores Rubber's request, he jokingly aims the 
rifle and accidentally shoots her. 
As previously noted, Biff embodies the novel's primary vision. 
John Singer, the deaf-mute, is significant also because he is the organ¬ 
izing principle around which the others converge. Unlike Biff, he is 
able to express his affection (for Antonapoulos), but his love is not 
reciprocated because Antonapoulos is incapable of giving love. 
Singer, then, becomes the leading example of the lover, who loves un¬ 
selfishly and without expecting any return. In the beginning, Singer 
and the Greek are described as living quiet, uninterrupted lives or¬ 
ganized around meals and once-a-week trips to the library and to the 
Friday night movie. This placid existence is finally upset when the 
Greek becomes ill and is ordered by the doctor to diet and abstain 
from wine. Because the Greek basically exists on an animalistic level, 
these deprivations seriously affect him, and the peaceful order of 
their lives is broken. Try as he might, Singer cannot assuage his 
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friend's anger and sulkiness. He is patient and attempts to amuse his 
friend with sketches, but to no avail. Antonapoulos' irritability 
becomes worse, and his mental state deteriorates to the point where 
he becomes a kleptomaniac and an exhibitionist. Singer's life's 
savings are spent for bail and fines to keep his friend out of jail. 
At last, the Greek's cousin has Antonapoulos committed. When the day 
arrives for the Greek to leave, Singer sees him off, "and his hands 
began desperately to talk for the last time with his friend." But 
Antonapoulos is too concerned with the contents of his lunch box to 
even notice Singer. Just before the bus leaves, he turns to Singer, 
with a "bland and remote" smile--"as though already they were many 
miles apart." 
Singer is a true lover, however, and he does not slacken his love 
for the Greek, true love oeing little influenced by the beloved's in¬ 
difference, undesirability or distance. Singer's life after his 
friends departure hardly seems real to him. The dejected state of the 
lover who is deprived of his beloved is a recurring McCullers' theme: 
the existence afterwards is only a half-life. Love, a feminine prin¬ 
ciple, is positive, but the absence of the loved one can lead to the 
negative masculine principle of withdrawal from life. The lover has 
no intere'St in life and longs only for the beloved's presence. Other 
people associate Singer's sorrowful demeanor with an abiding wisdom, 
however, and they are as interested in him as he is disinterested in 
them. Because he is such a kind and gentle man, however, he expresses 
an interest in others which they respond to readily. Biff observes 
this unique ability as he watches Singer from behind the cloistered 
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protection of the cafi counter: 
The fellow was downright uncanny. People felt 
themselves watching him even before they knew 
there was anything different about him. His 
eyes made a person think that he heard things 
nobody else had ever heard, that he knew things 
no one had ever guessed before. He did not 
seem quite human.22 
The other characters deify Singer, as Singer had projected deep under¬ 
standing and Buddha-like wisdom onto Antonapoulos. The mysticism of 
love which occurs is reminiscent of the Platonic conception. Singer's 
silence is taken to be a sign of spiritual serenity and mysterious 
knowledge by the others, who communicate with their words, but not 
with their hearts. He is similar to the Bodhisattva, the god wor- 
shipped in Buddhist temples who is represented in both male and female 
forms and who is blessed for possessing gentleness and intuition. 
The mysterious tranquility which emanates from him is also proof of 
his femininity. Singer actually has little interest in a world which 
does not include his companion, but this does not make him bitter and 
completely indifferent. He is still a compassionate, kind-hearte(j man 
willing to listen, even if he does not possess the wisdom attributed 
to him. When Blount goes wild and mutilates himself by butting his 
head against a brick wall. Singer volunteers to care for him, nursing 
him back to health with food and rest; but most of all, Singer listens. 
Comfort, nourishment, and communication are linked with the feminine 
principle, and these are what Singer offers his guests. In this re¬ 
spect, he is like Biff, who also provides nourishment to others. Be¬ 
cause Singer listens and mends the broken spirits (temporarily) of his 
unhappy parishoners, he is also feminine in this respect. Unlike the 
masculine types such as Benedict Copeland, the disillusioned black 
22r4cCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 19. 
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doctor, and Jake Blount, the Marxist agitator with his undirected 
energy, Singer can relate to others and he listens, although he does 
not always understand. He senses their unhappiness but not its causes. 
The deep and "sorrowful" wisdom which the characters imagine Singer 
possesses is the knowledge of unselfish love. Even Copeland, who 
cannot even communicate with his own people, imagines that Singer under¬ 
stands him. Copeland, before he has even met Singer, thinks of con¬ 
tacting him for help with a deaf patient, and he recalls the "white 
man's face when he smiled behind the yellow match flame on that rainy 
night--and peace was in him." 
Before Antonapoulos' commitment to the asylum, he and Singer had 
lived in isolation from the rest of the world. After Singer moves 
into the Kelly boardinghouse and begins taking his meals at the caf£, 
he draws others to him. They fz'eely reveal their innermost wishes, 
but Singer never imparts any information about himself. In this sense, 
he is as much of a loner as before. By midsummer, he has more visitors 
than anyone else in the house, and a voice can always be heard coming 
from his room. The lonely and skeptical atheists visit his room as 
if it were a shrine. Here, they find peace and faith in the sanctity 
of their dreams. The room is also escape from life, which explains 
why the fellow worshippers are uncomfortable together and only visit 
Singer separately. In his relationship with them, Singer provides femi¬ 
nine support and self-abnegation. The others belong to the masculine 
cult of self-worship and egocentricism. In his icebox, there are 
always bottles of cold beer and fruit drinks. He is never busy or 
hurried and always greets each guest with a welcome smile. He is a 
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mother-nurturer figure to the confused souls who seek him out, trying 
to find the answer to their misshapen lives. In essence, they are re¬ 
turning to the womb for protection and escape. They suffer from the 
illusion that talking to Singer is the key to wisdom; however, these 
talks are one-sided and serve only to reinforce the smoke screen be¬ 
tween them and reality. In his role as mother-protector, Singer be¬ 
comes overly protective (unknowingly) toward his adopted children and 
insulates them from the world of experience. Their energy is moti¬ 
vated even more inwardly because he feeds their illusions. The most 
unlikely people congregate around him, but they all have one thing in 
common--the need to kindle their illusions (which the world rejects), 
a need which Singer fulfills. Mick loses her adolescent awkwardness 
wheti around him and confides her dreams about music. Copeland tempor¬ 
arily puts aside his prejudice and also confides in Singer because 
there was "truly none of the quiet insolence about this man." Jake 
Blount loses some of his resentment against the world while visiting 
Singer, but only temporarily. At the beginning of his visits, his 
voice comes out loud and angry, but it becomes quieter under the spell 
of Singer's silence. Even Biff Brannon, the inveterate loner, cannot 
resist visiting Singer, but he does not offer confidence and does not 
stay long. 
Although Singer is "always the same to everyone" and listens po¬ 
litely, he does not actually understand because his emotions are too 
far away--with Antonapoulos. Whereas Biff Brannon has an analytical 
mind and observes everything around him, Singer lacks Biff's ability 
to reason. He has (according to Virginia Woolf's definition) a pre- 
4; 
dominantly feminine mind. Because he is "always the same," he evokes 
the image of eternity and completeness. This association is under¬ 
standable in view of the fact that eternity and death are related 
(both represent permanence). Singer is always the same because, with¬ 
out his friend, he experiences death-in-life. His full attention is 
at work only when he visits the asylum during his vacations. In the 
relationship with his friend, he is also a nurturer-provider figure, 
and he arrives at the asylum bearing an armload of presents for the 
Greek, who lies there in a comatose state, except when he opens the 
presents or eats. Singer, however, is transfigured into a completely 
different person in the company of his friend--he comes alive. If he 
had been the listener before, now he is the talker or "singer" for 
the first time: "There was so much to say that his hands could not 
shape the signs with speed enough. His green eyes burned and sweat 
glittered on his forehead. The old feeling of gaiety and bliss was so 
quick in him again that he could not control himself.He reveals 
his true self for the first time, especially his confusion about the 
unusual people who seek him cut for comfort. Whereas the visitors 
have endowed Singer with a god-like omnipotence, the real situation is 
quite different. As Singer tells his friend, the visitors helped his 
loneliness and he liked them, but "they were strange people and always 
talking." The visitors know even less about Singer than he does about 
them. When he returns from his trip, they are puzzled by his mysterious 
disappearance and ask questions, but Singer pretends not to understand. 
They misinterpret his inscrutable silence on the matter to be but 
23ficCullers , The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, pp. 71-2. 
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another sign of his omniscient wisdom and continue to visit "for they 
felt that the mute would always understand whatever they wanted to say 
to him. And maybe even more than that."^ 
The intuitive powers which the visitors project onto Singer is 
actually non-existent. He understands them as little as they do him. 
They mistake his mystery, silence, and compassion for spiritual know¬ 
ledge which they lack themselves. The irony of the situation is that 
Singer is puzzled about them. He lacks the analytical powers of Biff 
Brannon and cannot assimilate details, form conclusions, or think de- 
ductively. He is a creature of emotion rather than of reason, and 
his emotions for his friend have made him oblivious to all else. With¬ 
out the ability to observe and to think logically, Singer is incapable 
of true knowledge. The others' attempts to deify him can only be 
futile and end with disillusionment, as it ultimately does. Biff is 
the only character to suspect that, behind Singer's kind smile, there 
is not supreme knowledge, but only compassion and loneliness. Biff can 
recognize Singer as a false god because he is observant and (as his 
sister-in-law tells him) his "mind runs by reasons instead of just 
wants." The two men are deliberately juxtaposed to reveal the limita¬ 
tions of minds that are controlled by too much of the masculine prin¬ 
ciple (in Biff's case) or too much of the feminine (in Singer's case). 
Biff is unable to express himself emotionally, and Singer is incapable 
of thinking logically. The contrast between these two extremes reveals 
the danger when balance is not achieved. Biff suspects that Singer is 
not what the others have made him, but he is unbalanced himself, and 
0 / 
McCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 73 
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much of his insights into himself and Singer are fleeting. As he 
watches Singer sitting in the restaurant with Blount and Mick, he is 
puzzled by the way they keep their eyes on Singer: "It was a funny 
thing. The reason—was it in them or in him? He sat very still with 
his hands in his pockets and because he did not speak it made him seem 
superior. What did the fellow think and realize? What did he know?"^^ 
In effect, Singer knows much less than his worshippers imagine. 
This failure to communicate is best expressed in the way he has of 
hiding his hands, his method of communication. He does not divulge 
anything of his true feelings, and the visitors mold him into the image 
of their choice in a Pygmalion-like transformation. Because of his 
charity and love, Singer is associated with religion in several allu¬ 
sions. Doctor Copeland sees something "gentle and Jewish" in the mute's 
face. His silence and mystery make him a likely candidate for reli¬ 
gious associations. As Sullivan observes, the characters make a god 
out of Singer in their search for a unifying principle, and the god is 
often less than the creator.^6 Notice the ironic reversal in the pro¬ 
cess of creation: the god is the created one rather than the creator. 
It is significant that Singer is given mystical associations because 
these link him to the feminine vision—religion being the feminine 
search for the unity of the spiritual world and science being the mas¬ 
culine search for the empirical data of the natural world. In The 
Heart is a Lonely Hunter, there are two figures who are ironic religious 
symbols—Antonapoulos and Singer. The Greek is invested with super- 
^McCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 104. 
26sullivan, "Carson McCullers, 1917-1947: The Conversion of 
Experience," p. 192. 
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natural wisdom by Singer who sees "something very subtle and wise" 
in his friend's smile. Thus, both Singer and Antonapoulos are man-made 
deities. Singer, in his role as savior, administers to the physically 
ill as well as the spiritually ailing. He visits two-room shacks with 
Dr. Copeland, whom he walks behind, giving nickels to the children. 
In this capacity, he is also adhering to the feminine principle as a 
healer and comforter, and he is also endowed with a Christ-like function. 
Femininity has historically been associated with three main pro¬ 
vinces of life--the church, the nursery, and the kitchen. Singer con¬ 
forms to this precept in that he is a religious symbol, a parental 
figure, and a source of physical and spiritual nourishment. His exact 
religious function is open to speculation and has been variously inter¬ 
preted, but his religious significance unquestionably exists. Singer 
has been described as a substitute god created by atheists and as a 
Christ figure because he brings comfort and peace. His mystical quality 
is enhanced by McCullers' narrative technique. Whereas the others are 
presented subjectively, Singer is presented objectively through his 
interaction with the other characters. Because of McCullers' dual tech¬ 
nique, Singer's suicide at the conclusion is almost as unexpected to 
the reader as it is to the characters. Frederic I. Carpenter writes 
of Singer's "Christ-like serenity and unselfishness."*^ If Singer is 
indeed a Christ figure or a god symbol, he is nonetheless a feminine 
version of a religious figurehead. In personality and actions, he is 
more like the gentle and forgiving Messiah than the domineering Old 
Testament God. Because the people follow after him as ho walks and 
^Frederic ^ • Carpenter, "The Adolescent in American Fiction," 
The English Journal XLVI (September 1957), 317. 
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because of the descriptions of him as Jewish, I am more inclined to 
think of him as Christ-like than as god-like. When Singer leaves to 
help the drunken agitator, Jake Blount, Biff overhears his wife prac¬ 
ticing her Bible school lesson; specifically the words, "And when they 
had found Him, they said unto Him, 'All men seek for Thee'" attract 
him. Eisinger argues that Singer is not God-like, but the figure of 
the Virgin Mother and the Son. He has none of God's "terrible majesty;" 
instead, he represents "that all-embracing, comforting maternal force 
that Henry Adams described in the Virgin of Charters." In addition, 
he is also a type of savior: "If Singer is conveived as hermaphroditic, 
incorporating in one body the male and female principles, then in him 
is the potential for universal balm. But Singer really has little to 
offer the others. He is therefore the false Virgin and the false Son."^^ 
Odd as it may seem, Singer is very definitely a religious image, even 
if it is ironically so. His exact nature is made obscure to further 
dramatize his mystery. His character is delineated by the impressions 
of others. All make him into the image of their desire and transfer 
their dreams and agonies ontc him. As noted in the introduction, the 
androgyne has historically been thought to possess supernatural powers 
for either good or evil, depending upon the respective society. The 
characters in The Heart is a Lonely Hunter endow Singer with superhuman 
knowledge. For example, after Bubber's accident with the gun, Mick 
is upset by the little boy's crying and yelling and imagines that 
Singer is the only one who can calm him: Singer is thus associated 
with the soothing influence of the mother and with the peaceful serenity 
^Chester E. Eisinger, Fiction of the Forties, p. 247. 
of religion, both of which promise restoration of unity 
Mister Singer was the only one who seemed to 
know what it was all about. ...His face was 
still calm, and whenever Bubber looked at 
him he seemed to get quieter. Mister Singer 
was different from any other man, and at 
times like this it would be better if other 
people would let him manage. He had more 
sense and he knew things that ordinary peo¬ 
ple couldn't know. He just looked at Bubber, 
and after a while the kid quieted down... " 
In his outward serenity, Singer thus becomes a dual symbol-- 
simultaneously of both religion and motherhood. His offering of 
food and wine further associates him with both the nourishing energy 
of the mother and with the religious sacraments. The giving of food 
is symbolic of the spiritual nourishment which he ostensibly provide 
and it also assumes a ritualistic dignity. Observe this account of 
eating, which is described as if the food were the bread and wine of 
Eucharis t: 
Singer brought out from the closet the tin box 
in which he kept crackers and fruit and cheese. 
He selected an orange and peeled it slowly. He 
pulled off shreds of pith until the fruit was 
transparent in the sun. He sectioned the orange 
and divided the plugs between them. Jake ate 
two sections at a time and with a loud whoosh 
spat the seeds into the fire. Singer ate his 
share slowly and deposited his seeds neatly in 
the palm of one hand. They opened two more 
ales.30 
In conjunction with Singer, the act of eating assumes ceremonial sig 
nificance. There may be some irony in the analogous relationship 
between Singer's provisions of physical nourishment with spiritual 
sustenance, however. Even as the food is very much a part of the 
body's physical needs, as is Singer's apparent spiritual value act- 
^^McCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 138 
30lbid., p. 117. 
ually illusory and a consequence of the character's projection of 
their dreams onto him. 
In Singer, therefore, we have a character whose appearance is 
quite opposite from his actual nature. The irony of his true character 
is revealed in his letters to Antonapoulos and the misconceptions which 
develop over Singer's origin and identity. Far from possessing su¬ 
perior wisdom, he has no understanding of the finer arts of this 
world, much less of the divine world. Because he lacks Biff's rational 
mind, he is not a discriminating thinker. He reacts intuitively rather 
than critically, and his "artistic" avocations consist of reading one 
mystery novel a week and going to an occasional late movie where he 
"liked to sit back and watch the actors talking and walking about on 
the screen." Like the visitors who frequent his room, the movies are 
also a form of distraction, temporarily easing his empty life. In fact, 
it does not matter what movie is playing and he "never looked at the 
title of a picture before going into a movie, and no matter what was 
showing he watched each scene with equal interest."-^''- His mind is 
without a critical faculty and without the ability to form logical 
conclusions; hence, it is as nebulous as his relationship with all 
others, excepting Antonapoulos. Such a mind responds emotionally 
rather than intellectually: he appears interested in his guests, but 
he cannot understand them. Rather than see the irony of these visitors 
who transform him into the object of their desire, he is merely be¬ 
wildered. He expresses his confusion in this letter to Antonapoulos: 
^-'-MeCullers , The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 71. 
5^ 
Yah Freedom and pirates. Yah Capital and Demo¬ 
crats, says the ugly one with the mustache. 
Then he contradicts himself and says, Freedom 
is the greatest of all ideals...! got to have 
a chance, says the girl. We are not allowed 
to serve, says the black doctor... Aha, says 
the owner of the New York Caf£. He is the 
thoughtful one. 
That is the way they talk when they come to my 
room. Those words in their heart do not let 
them rest, so they are always very busy...They 
all came to my room at the same time today. 
They sat like they were from different cities. 
They were even rude, and you know how I have 
always said that to be rude and not attend to 
the feelings of others is wrong. So it was 
like that. I do not understand, so I write it 
to you because I think you will understand... 
But I have written of this matter enough and I 
know you are weary of it. I am also.^Y 
This letter has a dreamy, vague quality about it, and his description 
of the visitors is wandering and impressionistic. His observations 
are accurate as far as they go. He intuitively assesses the dissatis¬ 
faction and unrest of these people, but his observations are shadowy 
and lack distinctness and accuracy because concrete details and con¬ 
clusive deductions are absent. Also note the tone of v/eariness which 
permeates the description of the visitors: the comforting figure is 
drained of energy by the demands of other egos which feed like para¬ 
sites on their created illusion. 
The contrast between Singer and Biff dramatically develops the 
shortcomings of those who are unbalanced in the proportion of masculine 
and feminine elements. Singer is an androgyne in that he is physically 
male and emotionally and intellectually female, but he is not an andro¬ 
gyne in the sense of being evenly balanced. Biff comes closer to 
being psychologically androgynous, but he is also unbalanced in the 
^^McCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 165 
masculine and feminine elements--like the zinnia plant with six 
bronze petals and two red. Singer is deficient in the masculine 
characteristics, and Biff lacks Singer's ability to express his 
emotions. Because Biff's masculine side dominates, he remains an 
ironically detached observer of life rather than a participant. 
Singer, on the other hand, is defeated because his emotions are out 
of control. By employing Singer as the representative of feminine 
incompleteness, McCullers intensifies the distortion resulting from 
the imbalance. Biff's disfigurement results from his repression of 
his sensitive nature. In the language of Jung, his persona is in¬ 
disputably male and conceals a highly feminine anima. The extreme 
examples of Biff and Singer are warnings against the one-sided approach 
to life. 
In the case of Captain Fenderton, the major protagonist of 
Reflections in a Golden Eye, the sensitivity of Biff becomes extreme 
paranoia, manifesting itself in sado-masochism. Captain Penderton is 
also androgynous, but he is McCullers' most unsympathetic character 
because he lacks the compassion which Biff and Singer possess. The 
character of Penderton is like the portrait of the androgyne in French 
literature after the failure of the French Revolution: both represent 
the extremes of vice and narcissism. There are many traits which 
Biff and Penderton have in common--asceticism, intellectuality, and 
an inability to express emotion. Biff's humanitarianism saves him 
from the selfishness and basic evil of Penderton, however. That 
Penderton is androgynous is explicitly stated in the beginning. The 
reader is provided with a terse, generalized description of Penderton, 
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which his later actions verify: 
His personality differed in some respects from 
the ordinary. He stood in a somewhat curious 
relation to the three fundaments of existence-- 
life itself, sex, and death. Sexually the Cap¬ 
tain obtained within himself a delicate balance 
between the male and female elements, with the 
susceptibilities of both the sexes and the act¬ 
ive powers of neither. For a person content to 
withdraw a bit from life, and able to collect 
his scattered passions and throw himself whole¬ 
heartedly into some impersonal work, some art 
or even some crack-brained fixed idea such as 
an attempt to square the circle--for such a 
person this state of being is bearable enough. 
Penderton's impersonal involvement in his military career, which prom¬ 
ises to be brilliant, is disrupted by his wife's affairs. He suffers 
especially because of his "sad penchant" for becoming enamoured of his 
wife's lovers. The withdrawal from life into an impersonal occupation 
is a masculine trait, but the personal side of his character is evinced 
in the jealousy he feels of both his wife and her lover, Major Langdon. 
Because of this emotional aberration, he cannot throw himself completely 
into work and ignore life as he wishes. Thus, he is susceptible to 
negative emotions such as hatred, jealousy, and irritation. After 
Private Williams clears the ground around Penderton's house to make 
space for a steak grill, the Captain retires to his study, settles 
himself at the desk, and prepares to work by opening a notebook, spread¬ 
ing a map, and taking out a slide rule. His elaborate preparations are 
useless, however, because his concentration is disrupted by the in¬ 
trusion of Private Williams, his wife, and Major Langdon upon his 
thoughts. Penderton's aggravation with the Private was incited by an 
accident which occurred a year and a half ago when the Private acci- 
33carson McCullers, Reflections in a Golden Eye (New York 
Houghton Miflin, 1941), p. 13. 
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dentally spilled coffee on him. Having never forgotten the accident, 
which had ruined a costly suit of heavy Chinese silk, Penderton is 
annoyed with the young soldier's presence. His annoyance is paradoxical, 
however, because his repulsion is intermingled with perverse attraction. 
Because of his irritation, he cannot study and withdraw into his work. 
The personal feminine element (the negative emotions of mingled 
jealousy, hate, and irritation) and the impersonal masculine element 
(withdrawal into work) are at war with one another. Because he at¬ 
tempts to escape from life, his position to the "two great instincts, 
toward life and toward death" is more inclined toward death. Or, as 
Sullivan notes , his "cold intellectuality isolates him completely from 
the human emotions of love and friendship..."34 His intellectuality 
does not exclude negative emotions, however. In this respect, he 
differs from Biff: both are coldly intellectual, but Biff has positive 
emotions rather than negative ones. Eisinger describes him in this 
way: "Penderton is apparently bisexual, with more than latent homo¬ 
sexual tendencies, but he has the active powers of neither sex."35 
Within the novel itself, there is a contrast between the "natural" 
characters who live life according to the instinct of the moment 
(Leonora, the Major, and Williams) and the cerebral characters who are 
cut off from nature (Penderton, Alison, and Anacleto). Human beings 
are not whole, and as "half-people, their deficiencies prevent them 
o A 
from realizing their humanity... One group is incapable of leading 
"^Sullivan, "Carson McCullers (1917-1947): The Conversion of 
Experience," p. 215. 
35Eisinger, Fiction of the Forties, p. 253. 
36Ibid., p. 251. 
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examined, meaningful lives, whereas the other half which represents 
the "sensitive feminine principle of culture,..., the cultivation of 
the mind, the arts"-^ is too paralyzed by fear to enjoy life. 
Penderton, for example, envies the Private's earthy ability to 
enjoy the physical pleasures of life, but he never experiments with 
life on a fundamental level himself. The Private lives physically 
and instinctually, but he is also only half of a whole: "He felt, but 
did not think; he experienced without making any mental resume of his 
present or past actions."3® Formlessness characterizes the lives of 
such as Williams, and rigidity is the main feature of Penderton's life. 
Because he had lived "a most rigid and unemotional life," he does not 
question his strange hatred of Williams. His desire for the world of 
nature where life is lived on a simplistic, anti-intellectual level 
is epitomized in his daydream of himself as an enlisted man living in 
the barracks, playing billiards or reading magazines in the recreation 
room and eating at the "mess hall with the long tables laden with hot 
food and the hungry soldiers eating and laughing together with lusty 
camaraderie." Because he is unable to indulge his fantasy, he is 
simultaneously drawn to and repulsed by the Private, the two men being 
the ultimate extremes in their approach to life. The Captain is as 
lifeless as a "broken doll that has been thrown away" and as grotesque 
as Anacleto's painting of the reflections in the peacock's immense 
golden eye. Consistently, Penderton cannot even enjoy sleep naturally, 
and he must use an artificial agent, Seconal, to induce sleep, which 
■^Eisinger, Fiction of the Forties, p. 252. 
^McCullers, Reflections in a Golden Eye, p. 130. 
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"gave him a unique and voluptuous sensationas though a great dark 
bird alighted on his chest, looked at him once with fierce golden eyes, 
and stealthily enfolded him in his dark wings.His impotency makes 
him easy prey for the dark wings of death. Although he is androgynous, 
he is, what I shall call, a "negative" androgyne because he has the 
weaknesses of both sexes and the strengths of neither. This weakness 
is observable in his attraction toward death. Many details and actions 
reveal his death-wish: his use of Seconal, the lost kitten which he 
squeezes into a mailbox, and finally, the murder of Private Williams. 
His sado-masochism is a very important part of his personality 
and a reflection of his "negative" androgynous self. Sadism is associ¬ 
ated with the masculine elements of dominance, authority, and violence. 
Masochism is more closely identified with the feminine elements of 
passivity and submission. Often the algomaniac is also masochistic, 
and the tendencies toward masochism and sadism are found together. 
This coexistence occurs in Penderton's case: although the sadistic 
element dominates, he is also masochistic in his self-denial and 
asceticism and in his jealousy of both his wife and her lover. In his 
relationship with his wife, Leonora, he is clearly the passive partner. 
At one point, he nags at Leonora to put on shoes before the Langdons 
come for dinner. She responds by looking at him with unconcern and 
saying, "Son, have you ever been collared and dragged out in the 
street and thrashed by a naked woman?'"^ The Captain reacts by putting 
his head down on his arm and sobbing. His choice of love objects is 
39McCull ers, Reflections in a Golden Eye, p. 73. 
40Ibid., p. 19. 
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itself masochistic--his wife, her lovers, and the school-yard bully 
who had beaten him when he was seven. In the last scene (after the 
murder of Private Williams), the Captain, as he slumps against the 
wall, is said to resemble "a broken and dissipated monk." The com¬ 
parison is appropriate because, although Penderton is attracted by 
amenities and luxury, he also practices self-denial. On the night he 
murders Williams, he is wearing a wrapper of rough black wool and pa- 
jamas that are "of some unbleached material as stiff as canvas." He 
always wears coarse sleeping garments because this uncomfortable 
attire allows him to indulge his masochistic desires and hide these 
tendencies from the world at the same time. This choice of sleeping 
apparel is similar to his distaste for the clutter of his house, 
clutter which includes a sofa of flower-patterned chintz, lace curtains, 
ornaments, and "gew-gaws." The Captain despises the air of flossiness, 
the cheap curtains, and the rickety furniture, and the "feminine, 
cluttered impression made by the room as a whole so exasperated the 
Captain that he stayed out of it as much as possible." Instead, he 
daydreams of the neat cots placed in a row, the bare floors, and the 
curtainless windows of the barracks. This daydream testifies to the 
Captain's homosexual tendencies. That his masochistic self-denial 
exhibits itself in a wish for the Spartan existence of the barracks 
might seem inconsistent, but there is a continuous overlap of the mas¬ 
culine and feminine in Penderton, as there is often a coexistence of 
sadism and masochism. 
Often, he had "exacted many strange and secret little penances 
on himself," and he exacts the same penances on others. While riding 
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his wife's horse, Firebird, he alternately gives the horse freedom, 
enough to arouse him, and then abruptly checks the reins. The military 
provides him with the opportunity to express his sado-masochism be¬ 
cause, as an officer, he is in a position of authority. Overall, the 
masculine element dominates in the Captain. His psychosis is more 
often directed outwardly toward hurting others than toward self-mutila¬ 
tion. His violence is directed against the defenceless--the helpless 
kitten, the horse, and the unenlisted men under his command. The 
military, with its emphasis on obeying orders, rigid structure, and 
authoritarian hierarchy, is the ideal profession for one such as Pen- 
derton because he is given the maximum opportunity to exercise his 
pervers ity. 
The Captain's mind is largely masculine: 
His head was filled with statistics and informa¬ 
tion of scholarly exactitude. For instance, he 
could describe in detail the curious digestive 
apparatus of a lobster or the life history of a 
Tribolite...But in spite of his knowledge of 
many separate facts, the Captain never in his 
life had an idea in his head. For the formation 
of an idea involves the fusion of two or more 
known facts. And this the Captain had not the 
courage to do.^-'- 
Unable to draw correspondences or to discover relationships, the 
Captain can only be a collector of obscure facts. He has an encyclo- 
pediac mind, therefore, rather than a philosophical one. Because he 
is a coward, afraid to confront himself, he cannot change and remains 
as rigid as the military environment. His mind is like the army post 
in peacetime--a dull place: 
^^McCullers, Reflections in a Golden Eye, p. 14. 
62 
Things happen, but then they happen over and 
over again. The general plan of a fort in it¬ 
self adds to the monotony--the huge concrete 
barracks, the neat rows of officers' homes 
built one precisely like the other, the gym, 
the chapel, the golf course, and the swimming 
pools--all is designed according to a certain 
rigid pattern. 
The army post is the physical environment simulating the rigidity of 
Penderton's mind. Because he is accustomed to either giving or re¬ 
ceiving commands, Penderton does not question either himself or the 
status quo. Any departure from established procedure or any unfore¬ 
seen event is alarming to Penderton, who is highly unadaptable. As 
a gourmet, for instance, the Captain is a perfectionist, unable to 
cope with the slightest disappointment: if the sauce "got hot and 
curdled even the slightest bit--he would take it all out to the back 
yard, dig a hole and bury it." 
An unbending mind such as his is doomed to eventually break into 
a thousand brittle pieces--as Penderton's does when he discovers 
Private Williams keeping his nightly vigil by Leonora's bedside while 
she sleeps and shoots him in the center of his chest. A surfeit of 
monotony inevitably builds up and ends in violence. Penderton, the 
most psychotic of McCullers' characters, is an androgyne, but he is 
psychotic because in him are combined the weaknesses, rather than 
the strengths, of both sexes. He is without love, and this lack is 
the primary distinction between him and the other two male androgynes, 
Biff and Singer. 
/ 9 
McCullers, Reflections in a Golden Eye, p. 1. 
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CHAPTER IV 
THE FEIIALE ANDROGYNE 
Whereas Penderton exhibits the weaknesses to which the male and 
the female sexes are subject, Miss Amelia of The Ballad of the Sad 
Cafd is an androgynous individual who reveals the inadequacies of the 
strictly masculine mind and society. By employing a woman to embody 
the masculine prototype, McCullers renders the weaknesses even more 
visible and grotesque because such traits are less expected in a 
woman and thus, more obvious. By transferring society's standards 
for one sex onto one of the opposite sex, McCullers draws attention 
to the distortion of sexual polarization. The central subject of 
The Ballad of the Sad Cafd is the nature of love, particularly the 
relationship of the lover and the beloved; but the masculine state of 
society with its emphasis on competition is also condemned through 
the characters of Marvin Macy and (in a brilliant coup) Miss Amelia 
Evans. 
The "ballad" is told through the narrative technique of the flash¬ 
back. Miss Amelia is first encountered as she stares from the only 
unbearded window of a deserted house, looking down on a town that is 
"lonesome, sad, and like a place that is far off and estranged from 
all other places in the world." The dreariness and isolation of the 
town parallels the state of mind of Miss Amelia herself, whose face 
is "like the terrible dim faces known in dreams--sexless and white, 
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with two gray crossed eyes which are turned inward."''" Following this 
dismal description, there is a contrast--a flashback to what the "old 
boarded-up house" used to be--a lively cafd where there were "tables 
with cloths and paper napkins, colored streamers from the electric 
fans, great gatherings on Saturday nights." Although the cafd has 
long been closed, it is still remembered by the townspeople, and Miss 
Amelia still remembers the past too as her crossed eyes exchange a 
"long and secret gaze of grief" with one another. The paradox of 
once having known love is that the loss of it makes the time after 
more unhappy than ever. Frequently, the McCullers' characters experi¬ 
ence only one love in their lives and retire from the world with love's 
disappearance. 
The house became a cafd with the arrival of Cousin Lymon in the 
town, and, following the introduction, the story reverts to the past 
life before the cafd and Cousin Lymon. Miss Amelia's masculine nature 
is described in this "stanza" of the tale. Again, there is a contrast 
between the story's beginning (which is actually the "end") and the 
reminiscence which follows. As Miss Amelia looks out from the deserted 
building, she is described as "sexless" or one might say "self-less." 
Her suffering has negated her personality so that she is little more 
than an unoccupied body--a "dim" face and a hand which will "slowly 
open the shutter" in the late afternoon. In contrast with this apa¬ 
thetic creature is the Miss Amelia who existed before Cousin Lymon's 
appearance. She was once a very strong-minded person, a mannish woman 
who led a solitary life, estranged from the town because of her own 
■'• Carson McCullers, The Ballad of the Sad Caf^ and Collected 
Short Stories, (Boston: Houghton Miflin, 1951), p. 1. 
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choice and because of her different ways. She is described as a "dark 
tall woman with bones and muscles like a man" who "might have been a 
handsome woman if, even then, she was not slightly cross-eyed." Her 
masculinity is also evident in her character: she is the symbol of the 
masculine values of society, though she is a woman. That she is identi¬ 
fied with patriarchal society is immediately established by her close 
identification with her father. She is also aligned with capitalism 
and materialism. She owns a dry goods store where she sells feed and 
staples, and she runs a still which makes the best liquor in the 
county. Mechanically-minded, she prospers with all things that can be 
made by hand--the liquor (which is said to reveal the hidden message 
of the soul), "chitterlins" and sausage, ground sorghum, and dark 
golden syrup. She is also skilled at carpentry and built the brick 
privy behind her store in only two weeks. With her mechanical dexterity 
and her business expertise, she would have been "rich as a congressman," 
but, as the narrator tells us, she has one great failing: her passion 
for lawsuits. This failing is consistent with her masculine nature 
because it is an extension of her competitive self. Indeed, it is 
said that "if Miss Amelia so much as stumbled over a rock in the road 
she would glance around instinctively as though looking for something 
to sue about it."^ Miss Amelia is not at ease around people, however, 
because they "cannot be taken into the hands and changed overnight to 
something more worthwhile and profitable." People are important to 
her solely as a means of profit--whether through business or litigation. 
Instead of contact with people, she prefers spending nights in her shed 
2 
^McCullers, The Ballad of the Sad Caf^ and Collected Short 
Short Stories, pp. 2-3. 
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in the swamp, wearing overalls and gum boots, and silently watching 
the still. Except for the lawsuits, she leads an even life until the 
spring of her thirtieth year when Cousin Lymon arrives. 
Cousin Lymon is first spotted from a distance as he is coming 
down an empty road on a quiet April evening, apparently from nowhere 
and going nowhere. Ageless (he is at first mistaken for "somebody's 
youngun") and timeless (as the power of love), he may be thought of 
as the personification of the magical quality of love (a dog begins a 
'wild, hoarse howl" upon his approach) rather than as a person. Upon 
his arrival at the store, he suddenly sits on the steps and begins to 
cry. The uncommon spectacle of a hunchback walking up to the store 
at midnight, then sitting down and crying has Miss Amelia puzzled and 
the men looking at each other uncomfortably. The men, unaccustomed to 
seeing another man crying, view such a display of emotion as a threat 
to their own masculinity and a gross transgression against the mascu¬ 
line code, which forbids such a public show of emotion. The uneasy, 
embarrassed silence is finally broken when one of the twins says, 
"I'll be damned if he ain't a regular Morris Finestein."^ Being labeled 
a "Morris Finestein" is the worst that can happen to a man in this town. 
Although Morris Finestein had moved away to Society City after " a 
calamity had come over him," he is remembered around the town because 
he was not only a "skipping little Jew who cried if you called him a 
Christ-killer," but he also ate light bread and canned salmon everyday. 
In this rigidly constructed society, any departure from the norm is 
highly suspect. Like the army post in Reflections in a Golden Eye, the 
^McCullers, The Ballad of the Sad Caf4 and Collected Short 
Stories, p. 5. 
67 
town is rigid and conformist. Because the townspeople are intolerant 
of the individualist, Morris Finestein is condemned for being effemi¬ 
nate and for being Jewish. Although he has left town, the expression 
"a regular Morris Finestein" has remained: "if a man were prissy in 
any way, or if a man ever wept, he was known as a Morris Finestein."^ 
Conventional society is thus presented as very inhibited and inflexi¬ 
ble. Miss Amelia's totally unexpected offer of hospitality to the 
hunchback, Lymon Willis, may be explained as resulting from her own 
sense of isolation from the townspeople: because she herself does not 
comply with the town's sense of sex conformity, an immediate kinship 
is established between the two outsiders. She invites him for supper 
and to spend the night, actions which leave the townspeople strangely 
puzzled. 
Rumors run rampant in the days following Cousin Lymon's arrival. 
Miss Amelia continues business as usual (clerking the store, arguing 
over a plow shaft, mending chicken wire), but Cousin Lymon is never 
seen or heard, which leads the townspeople (who function as a chorus 
on the action) to speculate that Miss Amelia has murdered him for 
"something in that suitcase." After a few days, however, the people 
can withhold their curiosity no longer and congregate on Miss Amelia's 
porch, waiting for something to happen. After a while, the hunchback 
himself "whom they had already murdered in their minds" appears. The 
sight leaves them dumb with shock, especially since he is no longer 
a dirty, woebegone beggar, but a dandified creature wearing a clean 
checkered shirt, tight-fitting knee-length breeches, black stockings, 
^McCullers, The Ballad of the Sad Caf£ and Collected Short 
Stories, p. 5. 
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shoes that are "queerly shaped" and laced above the ankles, and a 
lime-green shawl with fringes which almost touch the floor. In his 
possession is the snuffbox which had belonged to Miss Amelia's father, 
the closest person in Miss Amelia's life with whom she strongly iden¬ 
tified. 
The snuffbox is the objective representation of Miss Amelia's 
masculine identification, and by giving it away in an act of love, she 
is also giving away part of her strong masculine identity. The femi- 
nization of Miss Amelia through the power of love is also indicated 
by her ununsual behavior on this very same night of Cousin Lymon's 
first public appearance: for the first time, Miss Amelia breaks her 
long-established rule that no one drink the liquor he purchased on 
her property, and she brought the bottles of liquor into the "warm, 
bright store," rather than issue them through the kitchen door in the 
backyard. Even more surprising than this unexpected change is her 
furnishing of glasses and crackers, which she hospitably places on 
the counter. The presence of Cousin Lymon transforms the old house 
into a place of genial warmth where those who bought bottles shared 
their liquor with friends. The feminization of the building from a 
lonely, isolated dry goods store (a place where business is transacted) 
into a cafh where one finds "fellowship, the satisfaction of the belly, 
and a certain gaiety and grace of behavior" is paralleled with Miss 
Amelia's metamorphosis. Her "brown, long face" is "somewhat bright¬ 
ened," her expression is one of "pain, perplexity, and uncertain joy," 
and her lips are "not so firmly set as usual." The rigid business¬ 
woman has given way to the lover. 
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The change in Miss Amelia is also evident in her new habit of 
wearing a dress on Sunday, although during the week, she still wears 
the swamp boots and overalls. Inwardly, she is changed too: she 
still loves a good lawsuit, but she is "not so quick to cheat her 
fellow man," and she even begins attending social functions. Thus, 
the change in Miss Amelia is realistically described: she is not sud¬ 
denly converted into a completely different person, but there is a 
pronounced improvement in her character. She becomes less masculine, 
although she is till more masculine than feminine in her relationship 
with Cousin Lymon. It is she who is the provider and the protector, 
and despite the positive atmosphere generated by her love, an ominous 
cloud looms overhead. The love relationship is not mutual or equable, 
and Miss Amelia is the dominant lover who, by her overprotectiveness, 
smothers and weakens the beloved. She rubs him with pot liquor to 
give him strength, but neither this nor food helps him because the 
food only makes his head and hump grow larger, while the rest of his 
body remains weak. Miss Amelia even carries him piggyback (while 
Lymon clings to her ears or forehead) when they go walking back in 
the swamp. His dependency is further marked by his deep fear of 
death, which causes him to dread lying alone in the dark. Miss Amelia 
is the supportive partner here too and does not leave him alone at 
night. In the relationship of these two, there is a role-reversal 
of the accepted male-female arrangement, and the unhealthiness of such 
a bond, which places the burden on one person and cripples the other 
is inversely disclosed. 
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There is a significant change in Miss Amelia for the better after 
Cousin Lymon, however, if one considers the contrast between the Miss 
Amelia who marries Marvin Macy (some said because of his money) and 
the Miss Amelia who falls in love with Cousin Lymon. In the former 
relationship, it is Marvin Macy who is softened by love, who is trans¬ 
formed from the town bully into the meek and subservient lover. Miss 
Amelia treats him unmercifully (as the beloved most often treats the 
lover). With Freud's associations of sadism with the masculine and 
masochism with the feminine, one may consider the beloved as masculine 
and the lover as feminine. At the wedding, Miss Amelia is bored and 
impatient, and her right hand keeps rubbing down the side of her wed¬ 
ding gown in search of an overall pocket. After the wedding, she 
walks at least two paces ahead of her new husband, and she stops along 
the road on the way home to talk over a deal concerning a load of kind¬ 
ling wood. On the wedding night, she proceeds with business as usual 
and reads the newspaper and does the inventory. Macy1s love makes her 
even more ruthless and mercenary than ever, and she returns his un¬ 
selfish adulation with contempt. When he brings her presents following 
the wedding day, she shrewdly sums up their value and places the gifts 
on the counter for sale. When he signs over "the whole of his worldly 
goods"--ten acres of timberland--she studies the paper "sternly to 
make sure there was no possibility of a trick." Finally, when he re¬ 
turns drunk on the fourth day and approaches Miss Amelia with "wet, 
wide eyes," she swings at him with her fist and forces him off the 
premises. Before Cousin Lymon, especially during the ten-day marriage 
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to Macy, Miss Amelia embodies the worst of the masculine vices--she 
is materialistic, insensitive, egocentric, and violent. Thus, she is 
not an androgyne in the sense that she is evenly balanced between the 
male and female poles, but she is androgynous because she is physically 
a female but mentally and emotionally a male. 
With the arrival of Cousin Lymon, however, Miss Amelia has her 
first relationship with someone without profit as the motive. Until 
Lymon, people had been mere commodities with which to make money. The 
influence of love serves to feminize Miss Amelia, and she becomes more 
mentally androgynous. Despite her increased femininity because of 
Lymon, the masculine element still dominates her behavior. There is 
never an equal balance of the male and female powers in her mind, 
which is one reason why the ending is such as it is. She is too domi¬ 
nant and overprotective of Lymon. When he entertains the cafd crowd 
with "such lies and boasting that it was enough to shrivel the ears," 
Miss Amelia watches him closely, her head turned to one side: 
There was a softness about her gray, queer eyes 
and she was smiling gently to herself. Occa¬ 
sionally she glanced from the hunchback to the 
other people in the cafd--and then her look was 
proud, and there was in it the hint of a threat, 
as though daring anyone to try to hold him to 
account for all his foolery.^ 
At times, the relationship resembles more that of a parent and child 
than that of the lover and the beloved: because he is afraid of the 
dark, Miss Amelia stays with him until he becomes sleeny, and "when 
at last the hunchback thought that he could sleep she arranged the 
^McCullers, The Ballad of the Sad Caf£ and Collected Short 
Stories, p. 30. 
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mosquito net over his bed and waited until he had finished with his 
prayers."6 This state of affa irs seems to suit both of them: Miss 
Amelia laughs often "with a deep ringing laugh, and her whistling had 
a sassy, tuneful trickery," and Lymon leads a life of leisure, enter¬ 
taining everyone with his gossip. Then Marvin Macy reappears, returned 
from the penitentiary, and the peace is disrupted when Lymon falls in 
love with him. 
At this time, Miss Amelia begins acting erratically. Her femi¬ 
ninity reaches its full force at this time when her love for Cousin 
Lymon is threatened. She suddenly begins wearing the red dress every¬ 
day, not only on Sundays. She also begins a "great campaign of pleas¬ 
ure" for Lymon--taking him to see various spectacles being held in 
distnat places (although she is opposed to travelling usually). Here¬ 
tofore, Miss Amelia had given little thought to decorating (her bed¬ 
room is small and very simple with only a narrow pine bed and a bureau 
with no curtains, rugs, or ornaments), but she suddenly buys "a great 
bunch of paper roses that looked very real" and makes red curtains 
for the cafd. In the struggle to avoid losing Cousin Lymon, Miss Amelia 
is at her most feminine. Her love comes to the fore in a mighty surge 
and reveals her previously dormant femininity. 
Miss Amelia also handles the threat of a rival in a decidedly 
masculine fashion, however--a boxing match. A talented and brave boxer, 
she is also six feet two inches in height and could "demoralize her 
enemy by making terrifying noises and fierce faces." On the day of 
the fight, the transformation of Miss Amelia from lover to fighter 
^McCullers, The Ballad of the Sad Caf& and Collected Short 
Stories» p. 33. 
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is signalled by the substitution of her red dress for the old overalls. 
In the ensuing battle, it appears that Miss Amelia will be the victor; 
but at the very moment that she is about to win, the hunchback springs 
out from the crowd and clutches at her neck, causing her to be beaten. 
The betrayal of Cousin Lymon sets in motion the degeneration of 
Miss Amelia. After the hunchback and Macy leave town together, taking 
everything from the private cabinet of curios and wrecking the cafb 
and the still, Miss Amelia becomes even more isolated from everyone 
than ever. She increases the price of everything and changes "very 
queerly as a doctor." Before, she had been very popular as a doctor 
because she never took away from a patient "such real necessities as 
liquor, tobacco, and so forth," but all this "wise doctoring" was 
over. Either she told a patient outright that he was going to die, or 
she recommended "cures so far-fetched and agonizing that no one in his 
right mind would consider them for a minute." Having known love, she 
is left barren when it departs. The spirit of life leaves her com¬ 
pletely: she lets her hair, which has turned gray, grow ragged, her 
face lengthens, her gray eyes become more crossed, and her muscles 
shrink. She becomes sexless and without color, a gray spectre haunting 
a deserted house. When, in the fourth year, she has the premises 
boarded, the final curtain is drawn, and death-in-life sets in. 
McCullers condemns the insipid values of a society which praises 
the pragmatic and the rational over the virtues of sensitivity and 
fellowship. McCullers clearly correlates capitalism with masculinity 
through the example of Miss Amelia. But even worse than materialism 
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and ruthless competition is the total loss of any values or any energy 
for life. Miss Amelia may have incorporated the worst of masculine 
values before her desertion, but she was not without redeeming quali¬ 
ties. Her potential for serving others is demonstrated in her popular¬ 
ity as a doctor. Her methods may be unorthodox, but they are effective. 
Her patience with small children, and her hands which "though very 
large and bony," have a "light touch about them" bear witness to her 
latent femininity. In addition, she charges no fees. It is only as a 
doctor that she reveals this compassionate side of herself, however, 
until Lymon comes. Her inability to accept her feminine nature and 
exercise it in other areas is apparent in the one ailment she could not 
deal with--a female complaint: 
Indeed at the mere mention of the words her 
face would slowly darken with shame, and she 
would stand there craning her neck against 
the collar of her shirt, or rubbing her swamp 
boots together, for all the world like a 
great, shamed, dumb-tongued child.'7 
Albert J. Griffith compares Miss Amelia to a "bucolic Vesta, pre¬ 
siding over the private and public hearth.She plays a beneficent 
role in the community, and thus is not totally estranged from life. 
Her healing powers and her liquor which brings out the hidden message 
of the soul establish her godlike nature as well. In addition, she 
"rules over the rituals at the changes of season," giving the command 
for the "ritual slaughtering of the first hog," which is "reminiscent 
of a pagan sacrifice."^ The mythic androgynous god is discoverable in 
^McCullers, The Ballad of the Sad C^f^ and Collected Short Stories > 
p. 12 . 
^Griffith, "Carson McCullers' Myth of the Sad Cafd," 48. 
9lbid., 49. 
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Miss Amelia by such references to her important role in the community. 
As the lover, Miss Amelia is at her most feminine. The roles of 
lover and beloved may be thought of as masculine or feminine: the be¬ 
loved is the exploitative masculine self, and the lover is the servile 
feminine self. Panthea Reid Broughton notes the difficulty of achiev¬ 
ing a balanced human relationship: the lover sacrifices his individual 
integrity, and the beloved exerts his superiority.^ These two roles 
are expressed in the extremes of masochism and sadism, particularly 
with Marvin Macy. Before and after love, Macy is cruel and destructive: 
he carries with him the salted ear of a man he had killed in a razor 
fight, chops off the tails of squirrels, seduces and then deserts 
several young girls. This extreme swings in the completely opposite 
direction when he falls in love (sadism and masochism being two sides 
of the same problem), and he subjects himself to every possible act of 
self-abasement. Broughton contends that this "unhealthy behavior, 
whether aggressively masculine or servilely feminine, results from a 
social ethos which has destroyed a sense of balance."-'-^ This social 
ethos which discourages tenderness is the result of an "original mother 
conflict": thus, Miss Amelia, for example, has difficulty accepting 
12 human relationships without extracting something practical from them. 
Broughton even considers Miss Amelia's free medical service to be ulti¬ 
mately selfish because she is in a position of power, and sick people 
are "malleable" people with whom "she can achieve a symbiotic union 
•LOpamela Reid Broughton, "Rejection of the Feminine in Carson 
McCullers' The Ballad of the: Sad Cafd," Twentiteth Century Literature 




which confirms her sense of power even more than litigations and pro¬ 
fits do."13 This castigation appears to be harsh to me, however: I 
think that this service does express Miss Amelia's dormant feminine 
self, though, of course, she finds it necessary to reveal this side 
of herself in a way which gives her the upper-hand. 
In The Ballad of the Sad Cafh, McCullers reveals herself to be 
an early feminist. Unlike some feminists who urge the masculinization 
of women as the cure for society's ills, McCullers argues for society's 
feminization. As Broughton notes, the relationships of the Ballad 
characters are "organically incomplete" because the characters "need 
to dismiss the sexual stereotypes of extremity and to learn to be 
strong without cruelty, tender without servility."!^ The problem is 
the rejection of the virtues of compassion and tenderness as feminine 
and weak: the solution is the reinstatement of these qualities as es¬ 
sential virtues for all humanity. 
13pamela Reid Broughton, "Rejection of the Feminine in Carson 
McCullers' The Ballad of the Sad Cafb," Twentieth Century Literature 





Carson McCullers criticizes society for its rejection of the 
feminine in The Ballad of the Sad Caf£, and she also criticizes society 
in other works for its repressive influence on youth: it is presented 
as a vicious Hydra of materialism, conformity, and restraint. In such 
a stifling atmosphere, youth learns only too soon that it is best to 
comply with the unwritten laws or else be consumed by the "monster"-- 
the small-town provincial ethos. McCullers' adolescents and children 
(with the exception of six-year-old John Henry and Sherman Pew, the 
adolescent black activist) are survivors in the end, but at a tremendous 
price. The extent to which they lose their potential for individuality 
differs accoridng to their economic or social status but there is a 
loss in every case--the suffocation of their true selves. To begin 
with, one must consider why the period of adolescence and childhood 
is a continuing theme in McCullers, considering that the period of 
pre-adulthood is negligible with many writers. 
It is my contention that adolescence is a primary McCullers' motif 
because it is a stage of turbulent growth and extreme crisis. It is 
also important in determining the adult character: at this stage, im¬ 
portant questions are raised concerning one's identity and the imme¬ 
diate society. Themes such as the search for identity, the forming of 
values, the loss of innocence, and initiation into the world of experi- 
ence are central in McCullers1 description of adolescence. In "The 
Adolescent in American Fiction," Frederic I. Carpenter argues that 
"at his best the modern American novelist of adolescence describes 
the problems of his protagonist so that they become also the problems 
of our adolescent civilizztion, with both its mixed-up confusion and 
its splendid potentiality."^- McCullers is a social critic who com¬ 
ments on American society through her "grotesque" characters who are 
social pariahs and through her adolescents who are initiates into the 
world .f experience. From their perspective, society is viewed from 
the outside looiing in because these characters feel themselves to be 
outcasts from the normative world. 
As Margaret Sue Sullivan observes, a dual question is raised for 
the adolescents who, in their quest for identity, are torn between 
O 
the desire for indiviauality and the will to belong. The confrontation 
with the world of experience for the first time allows for a "freshness 
O 
of vision"0 as well. Because the search for identity is so overwhelming 
during this period, the adolescent is particularly given to selfishness, 
introspection, and callousness. The adolescents long to belong to a 
social group, but they are "torn in time, unable to return to the 
safety of childhood or to belong to the world of adults."^ The dilemma 
is compounded by their sense of being "freaks": in their effort to be 
accepted, they assume many disguises and experiment with various identi- 
^Frederic Carpenter, "The Adolescent in American Fiction," The 
English Journal XLVI (September 1957), 319. 
^Sullivan, "Carson McCullers, 1917-1947: The Conversion of Ex¬ 
perience," p. 242. 
3Ibid., p. 15. 
4Ibid., p. 134. 
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ties. The experimentation usually leads to initiation into adulthood 
and a subsequent awareness of society's cruelty. According to James 
William Johnson's description of the adolescent protagonist in the 
American novel, the adolescent experiences the following: (1) a sense 
of loss, (2) an awareness of strange sensations in the body, (3) 
sexual confusion, (4) a sense of isolation and loneliness, (5) a desire 
to escape familiar surrounding, and (6) a realization of connection 
with others. In these respects, the adolescent is the "archetypal 
figure for the confusions of our age."^ These delineations of the 
adolescent protagonist hold true for McCullers' characters, but it is 
the sense of sexual confusion which will be most specifically dealt 
with in this chapter. This sexual confusion is partially responsible 
for the adolescent's sense of isolation, and society, which channels 
youth along the path of traditional gender identity, plays an impor¬ 
tant role. 
The Member of the Wedding is McCullers' tour de force of the ado¬ 
lescent's search for identity. Although the theme of adolescent con¬ 
fusion appears in many of her works, nowhere is it so profoundly ex¬ 
plored and treated as it is in this novel. As Frankie Adams (in her 
search for something to belong to) designates her brother and his 
bride-to-be as the "we of me," so Frankie may be thought of as the 
"I of us." She is the archetypal adolescent in her feelings of be¬ 
wilderment and self-consciousness. Leslie A. Fiedler may describe 
Frankie as a boy-girl, a Ruck Finn type who is a "form of our nostalgia 
    fV Oxurson lYWa/ki -i 
James William Johnson, "The Adolescent Hero: A Trend in Modern 
Fiction," Twentieth Century Literature 5 (April 1959), 25. 
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for pre-sexual bliss,' but the agonizing growing pains that she 
experiences hardly seem blissful to me. In fact, she has already 
"committed a secret and unknown sin" with Barney MacKean in the 
MacKean's garage one Saturday afternoon--even before the novel's in¬ 
ception. The sense of dissatisfaction with herself is typical of 
adolescent insecurity and self-loathing: 
This was the summer when Frankie was sick and 
tired of being Frankie. She hated herself, and 
had become a loafer and a big no-good who hung 
around the summer kitchen: dirty and greedy and 
mean and sad. Besides being too mean to live, 
she was a criminal. If the Law knew about her, 
she could be tried in the courthouse and locked 
up in the jail. Yet Frankie had not always 
been a criminal and a big no-good. Until the 
April of that year, and all the years of her 
life before, she had been like other people.7 
Fiedler correctly assesses McCullers' adolescents when he obeserves 
that "those ambiguous boyish girls (Frankie and Mick, the names make 
the point) who stand outside of everything, even their own sex, lost 
O 
in a world of freaks--these are the strange new heroes of our time."0 
The adolescents in McCullers' fiction do lack a sense of identity, 
but I disagree with Fiedler on one point: their sexual ambiguity is 
not merely an indication of their confusion. Their sexual ambivalence 
is more than a sympton of their overall confusion--it is also an in¬ 
dication of their potential to rise above the rigid gender assignments 
dictated by society. Indeed, part of Frankie's rebelliousness is an 
^Leslie A. Fiedler, "Adolescence and Maturity in the American 
Novel," An End to Innocence: Essays on Culture and Politics, (Boston: 
Beacon Press , 19^67^ {T. 334. 
^McCullers, The Member of the Wedding, pp. 18-19. 
Q 
Fiedler, "Adolescence and Maturity in the American Novel," p. 203 
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outgrowth of her sense of betrayal: accustomed to the minimal amount 
of gender restrictions imposed upon the female child (as compared with 
those placed on the adolescent girl), she reacts to society's defi¬ 
nition of femininity with bitterness, intuitively discerning the limit¬ 
ations therein. 
To begin with, Frankie realizes that she does not even remotely 
resemble society's conception of ideal feminine beauty (petite, deli¬ 
cate, and well-proportioned). When she catches a glimpse of herself 
in the "warped and crooked" kitchen mirror, she draws up her left 
shoulder and turns her head aside and begins talking to the cook, 
Berenice, about her brother, Jarvis, and Janice, the bride-to-be, whom 
she describes as the "two prettiest people I ever saw." Janice and 
Jarvis represent normalcy and completeness to her because, like Biff 
Brannon, she identifies with the freaks of nature: 
This summer she had grown so tall that she was 
almost a big freak, and her shoulders were 
narrow, her legs too long. She wore a pair of 
blue black shorts, a B. V. D. undervest, and 
she was barefooted. Her hair had been cut 
like a boy's, but it had not been cut for a 
long time and was now not even parted.-' 
Frankie is taller than any of her peers, and, unlike the other twelve- 
year-olds, who can still walk beneath the scuppernong arbor and give 
shows and have a good time, she was already too big (even "small 
grown ladies could walk underneath the arbor"). She cannot join the 
other children, but "had to hang around and pick from the edges like 
the grown people." Thus, Frankie does not feel that she has a place 
with any group--neither with the adults whom she calls "grown people" 
^McCullers, The Member of the Wedding, p. 4. 
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nor with her peers--the "other" twelve-year-olds. Her sense of ex¬ 
clusion makes her hostile to both worlds: she is no longer close to 
her father, who is the major representative of the adult world (she 
has no mother), nor is she close to those her age. When John Henry 
urges her to join the neighborhood children because they "sound like 
they having a mighty good time," Frankie disdainfully refuses, de¬ 
scribing them as "a lot of ugly silly children... running and hollering." 
One may be sure that the child in her longs to be out there "running 
and hollering" too, however. Because she feels herself a freak, she 
does not join them. It is only with John Henry and Berenice that she 
relaxes and reveals her true self. 
This then is Frankie's predicament at this crucial period of 
life, the twelfth year: she feels isolated and hostile toward both 
her father and her peer group, she identifies with the members of the 
Freak House, an exhibition in the Chattahoochee Exposition, and she 
idealizes and longs for connection with the bridal couple (who are 
vague nonentities in the story because their importance to the novel 
rests upon Frankie's manufactured illusion of them). The only people 
she can talk with are Berenice, the family's black cook, and John 
Henry, her six-year-old cousin. Except for these two, she feels ex¬ 
cluded from all people, and her sense of belonging to a group (Jarvis 
and Janice) exists purely in her imagination. Fiedler argues that 
McCullers projects the "homosexual's sense of exclusion from the 
family and his uneasiness before heterosexual passion" through her 
"neo-tomboys , ambiguous and epicene. This interpretation limits 
■^-^Fiedler, "Adolescence and Maturity in the American Novel," p. 333. 
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the scope of the story, however, because a sense of exclusion and a 
fear of heterosexual sex are certainly not limited to the homosexual. 
Frankie's sense of exclusion develops out of her suspension be¬ 
tween adulthood and childhood and because of her appearance. She is 
obsessed with her reflection in the kitchen mirror. Staring at her 
face, she says to John Henry, "the big mistake I made was to get this 
close crew-cut. For the wedding I ought to have long bright yellow 
hair. Don't you think so?"H After visiting the Chattahoochee Expo¬ 
sition, Frankie returns home to the sanctuary of the kitchen and dis¬ 
cusses her uneasiness (she "was afraid of all the Freaks, for it 
seemed to her that they looked at her in a secret way and tried to 
connect their eyes with hers, as though to say: We know you...") with 
Berenice and John Henry. Particularly, the last booth of the Half-Han 
Half-Woman has upset her: 
This Freak was divided completely in half-- 
the left side was a man and the right side a 
woman. The costume on the left was a leopard 
skin and on the right side a brassiere and a 
spangled skirt. Half the face was dark 
bearded and the other half bright glazed with 
paint. Both eyes were strange.12 
Returning home, Frankie worriedly asks Berenice, "Do you think I will 
grow into a Freak?"-^ The experience at the Freak House has left her 
anxious about her femininity, and she determines to improve her appear¬ 
ance and change her image. The morning before the wedding, she decides 
to change her name from "Frankie" to "F. Jasmine Addams, Esq." It 
would be difficult to conceive of a more androgynous name than the 
H-McCullers, The Member of the Wedding, p. 16. 
l^ibid., p. 17. 
-L^ibid. , p . 18 . 
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latter (the "Esq." is a particularly comic touch). She also dresses 
carefully in her "most grown and best," wearing a pink organdie dress, 
lipstick, and Sweet Serenade. Considering her lanky adolescent body 
and her crew-cut hair, the incongruity of the whole can be easily 
imagined. 
Dressed like this, she decides to visit the Blue Moon, a hotel 
bar, which is the scene of her initiation into the world of adult 
sexuality. There she encounters a drunken, red-haired soldier from 
Arkansas who asks her for a date that night at the Idle Hour. Return¬ 
ing home to the comforting security of the kitchen, Frankie (now F. 
Jasmine) tries on her new dress to be worn at the wedding. Berenice 
immediately perceives the inanity of the tomboyish Frankie in her new 
attire--an orange satin evening dress, a silver hair ribbon, and sil¬ 
ver shoes. As she tells Frankie, "You had all your hair shaved off 
like a convict, and now you tie a silver ribbon around this head with¬ 
out any hair. It just looks peculiar."1^ Frankie explains that she 
intends to wash and curl her hair, but Berenice continues, "Here you 
got on this grown woman's evening dress. Orange satin. And that 
brown crust on your elbows. The two things just don't mix."-^ Trying 
desperately to conform to her notion of femininity, Frankie is unaware 
of the bizarre spectacle she presents. She is more awkward-looking 
than ever. In the effort to conform, Frankie becomes a ridiculous 
figure--a freak. Perhaps, McCullers' message is that the most sexually 
polarized individuals are the actual freaks. 
-L^McCullers , The Member of the Wedding, p. 74. 
l^Ibid. 
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Frankie's attempts to find self-identity by conforming to the 
social definition of femininity are destined to fail; likewise, her 
attempts to identify with the bridal couple are ultimately disappoint¬ 
ing. Janice and Jarvis are both the representatives of idealism and 
romantic love and the embodiment of the androgynous whole for which 
Frankie unconsciously searches as she strives for identity. Both 
love and androgyny are aspirations difficult to realize in this world 
because they are idealistic conceptions hindered by society and by 
individual fear and selfishness. Those who attempt to grasp at these 
ideals are shunned by others as "freaks." 
The conclusion of the novel confirms Frankie's merging with the 
status quo. "F. Jasmine" is now "Frances." The new Frankie is not 
nearly as likeable as the old: she is a smug thirteen-year-old pseudo- 
intellectual who reads Tennyson with her "best friend," Mary Little- 
john, and spouts off things like, "I'm just mad about Michaelangelo."^ 
She has become arrogant and pretentious--completely unrecognizable 
from her former self. When Berenice refers to Mary's habit of sucking 
her "pigtails," our charm school graduate corrects her and says, 
"Braids!" She never mentions the wedding and when she visits the 
Fair with Mary and Mrs. Littlejohn, she does not enter the Freak Pavil¬ 
ion, "as Mrs. Littlejohn said it was morbid to gaze at Freaks." Frankie 
has developed into a "proper" young lady now, a finishing school alumni. 
Only occasionally does she remember John Henry because her daytime 
is now filled with radar, school, and Mary Littlejohn. This callous¬ 
ness may seem to signify her forfeiting of individuality, but the 
-^McCullers , The Member of the Wedding, p. 130. 
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ending is not as hopeless as that. She does feel his presence-- 
"solemn, hovering, and ghost gray" at twilight or "when the special 
hush would come into her room." These memories allow one to feel 
that there is some hope for Frances after all, as does her dream of 
being a great poet--"or else the foremost authority on radar." This 
dream reminds one of the old Frankie, whose ideal world would include 
"an aeroplane and a motorcycle to each person, a world club with cer¬ 
tificates and badges, and a better law of gravity." Host signifi¬ 
cantly, she "planned it so that people could instantly change back 
and forth from boys to girls, which ever way they felt like and 
wanted." John Henry, who had said that all people "ought to be half 
boy and half girl," is dead by the novel's conclusion, but he reap¬ 
pears in Frances' memory, despite her involvement in her new world. 
Thus, John Henry's memory lingers on, and Frankie's androgynous self 
is not completely a thing of the past, either. 
Compared with The Member of the Wedding, The Heart is a Lonely 
Hunter has a much more dismal conclusion. Mick's situation is com¬ 
pounded by economic deprivation. Both girls are musically inclined 
and experience sexual initiation, death, and transformation from 
"tomboys" into "young ladies," but economic burdens suppress Mick's 
potential to a great extent as well. In addition to the numerous 
other pressures, Mick is also forced to quit school and work at 
Woolworth's; Frankie at least has the chance to educate herself and 
learn about Tennyson and Michaelangelo. Because of poverty, Mick is 
also forced to assume responsibility for her younger brothers and 
sisters, unlike Frankie, who is free of such enormous responsibilties. 
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Early hardships have also made Mick more skeptical and disillusioned 
than Frankie. 
Like Frankie, Mick is unusually tall for her age, and she also 
smokes in an attempt to curb her growth. Mick first appears in the 
novel at the entrance of the New York Cafd, where she comes to buy 
cigarettes. She is described as a "gangling, towheaded youngster, 
a girl of about twelve" who is "dressed in khaki shorts, a blue shirt, 
and tennis shoes--so that at first glance she was like a very young 
boy." (This description contrasts markedly with the young lady she 
becomes by the novel's end.) Her individuality and self-sufficiency 
are immediately established. When Biff jokingly asks if she has been 
to the Girl Scouts, Mick replies, "No...I don't belong to them.""'"'' 
Biff senses that she is an outsider, and it is precisely this "lone 
wolf" quality which attracts him to her: "He had never seen her come 
into the place with anyone her own age. Several years ago she had 
always tagged behind her older brother... But if she wasn't nursing 
1 ft 
or trying to keep up with the bigger ones, she was by herself.'0 
In the beginning and the end, Mick is presented as she appears to 
BiFf, and his change toward her marks her evolution from girlhood to 
young womanhood. 
Mick's fluctuating appearance parallels her inner developing self, 
as she "progresses" on the road from individualism to social conform¬ 
ity. In the beginning of the novel, she is a very androgynous indi¬ 
vidual, and this androgyny reflects itself in her manner, which is 
1^McCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 14. 
18Ibid., p. 15. 
88 
at once tough and vulnerable. This quality appeals to Biff and awakens 
his latent maternal impulse to protect her: 
He thought of the way Mick narrowed her eyes 
and pushed back the bangs of her hair with 
the palm of her hand. He thought of her 
hoarse, boyish voice and of her habit of hit¬ 
ching up her khaki shorts and swaggering like 
a cowboy in the picture show. A feeline of 
tenderness came in him. He was uneasy. ^ 
By the occasion of the prom party, however, Mick had already begun the 
process of merging with the social mileau, sacrificing her individual¬ 
ity to the god of conformity. On the occasion of the party, Mick 
wears her sister Etta's blue evening dress, white pumps, a rhinestone 
tiara, and lipstick and paint.. This description contrasts markedly 
with the former Mick who scorns her sisters for being vain and shallow. 
When Etta rebukes Mick for wearing those "silly boy's clothes," Mick 
replies, "I wear shorts because I don't want to wear your old hand-me- 
downs. I don't want to be like either of you and I don't want to look 
like either of you. And I won't. That's why I wear shorts. I'd 
rather be a boy any day, and I wish I could move in with Bill (her 
older brother).Before her party, she had identified more with 
her brother, whom she used to follow around; the party signals a sharp 
detour in her development, the last childish act of abandonment and 
the first step in the direction of young womanhood. After this, she 
begins wearing a skirt instead of shorts because she "was too big to 
wear shorts any more after this." The groundwork is set for the Mick 
of the novel's end as seen through Biff's eyes: 
19 McCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 17. 
20Ibid., p. 33. 
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She had grown older. Her rough and childish 
ways were almost gone. And instead there was 
something ladylike and delicate about her that 
was hard to point out. The earrings, the 
dangle of her bracelets, and the new way she 
crossed her legs and pulled the hem of her 
skirt down past her knees. ...In him the old 
feeling was gone. -L 
The metamorphsis in her appearance is a physical statement of 
inner changes. The younger Mick of the beginning is androgynous in 
her skepticism, ambition, independence, and male-identification. 
Portia tells Mick that "it sometime seem to me you favor my Father 
more than any person I ever knowed," not in the face, but "in the 
shape and color of your souls.What Portia means is that Mick and 
Dr. Copeland are alike in their skepticism (about God, for instance), 
in their masculine inability to establish relationships with others, 
and in their single-minded obsessions (Dr. Copeland's with Marxism 
and race and Mick's with music). Her ambition and male-identification 
are also evident in her daydreams about the future. Unlike her sister 
Etta, who thinks about movie stars, Mick fantasizes being a great in¬ 
ventor who would invent tiny radios which could be worn in the ear, 
flying machines which people could fasten on like knapsacks, and a 
large tunnel to China. These inventions incorporate the primary de¬ 
sires she has--for travel, music, and freedom. One of her favorite 
fantasies is of saving Mister Singer's life: they would be ice-skating, 
and he would fall through the ice, and "she would dive in without re¬ 
gard for peril and swim under the ice and save his life." She also 
plots with Harry to kill Hitler. As Mick tells her co-conspirator, 
21-McCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 272. 
22Ibid., p. 39. 
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"I'd like to fight the Fascists. I could dress up like a boy and 
nobody could ever tell. Cut my hair off and all."23 Like Frankie, 
Mick has dreams of heroism. 
Mick's male-identification and regret at having been born female 
are understandable in view of the greater role played by males in 
almost every sphere of life--whether politically, artistically, or 
scientifically. This awareness (that the world is a masculine domain) 
is responsible for the preponderence of males (whether they be heroes 
or villains) in her daydreams. While trespassing in the front room 
of a newly-constructed house, Mick writes the names of Edison, Dick 
Tracy, Mussolini, and "Motsart" on the wall; then "in each corner 
with the largest letters of all, ...she wrote her initials--M. K." 
She also identifies with Singer to the point that she would not eat 
cabbage (because he does not) and keeps her toothbrush in a glass 
(because he does). In one of her daydreams, she is a worId-famous 
composer, and she imagines herself conducting the orchestra in "either 
a real man's evening suit or else a red dress spangled with rhine- 
2 A 
stones" (surely a very androgynous conception of herself is con¬ 
tained here). In her nightly strolls, she walks by herself unafraid. 
Because of her identification with males, she tends to think of fe¬ 
males as the "other": "Most girls were nuts. If a person the size 
of Joe Louis or Mountain Man Dean would jump at her and want to fight 
she would run. But if it was somebody within twenty pounds her weight 
she would give him a good sock and go right on."25 
23>icCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 187. 
24Ibid. 
25ibid. , p. 80 . 
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In her attitude toward life and in her relationships with others, 
she is very tough-minded, even cynical. She does not believe in Cod, 
for example: faith is part of the feminine vision, resting upon intui¬ 
tion, whereas skepticism results from the masculine reliance upon 
facts and disdain for that which cannot be seen or proven. Although 
outwardly cynical, she also expresses feminine idealism in the "inside 
room" where anything is possible. When her brother Rubber accident¬ 
ally shoots Baby, Mick tells him that their father is writing a letter 
to Warden Lawes and that he (Rubber) will be sent to Sing-Sing where 
"they" have electric chairs, and "when they turn on the juice you 
just fry up like a piece of burnt bacon." Worth noting is her summon¬ 
ing of the masculine figures of authority (her father and Warden 
Lawes); by drawing upon the masculine, authoritarian mode of control¬ 
ling behavior (the threat of punishment), she reveals herself to be 
assuming the guise of a surrogate father, rather than that of the 
mother (which protects rather than punishes). 
Because Mick assumes responsibility for her family by the end of 
the book and forfeits her education to work at Woolworth's, critics 
have been inclined to see the change in her as entirely positive; this 
interpretation is ignorant of McCullers' complexity as a writer, how¬ 
ever. Granted, Mick does mature and becomes more responsible and less 
selfish, but that the novel contains some scathing social criticism 
cannot be denied. Society is criticised for its unfair economic 
stratification and for its sex bias. Both of these inequities stifle 
individual potential, particularly for one such as Mick, who is both 
poor and female. The unfairness of it all is voiced by Mick, who 
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feels "like she had been Crapped into something." She does not totally 
abandon her dreams, thinking that "maybe one of these days" she might 
be able to set aside some money for a second-hand piano, but the 
feeling that she has been cheated is very much with her. Earlier in 
the novel, she tells Harry that boys have a "better advantage" than 
girls when it comes to jobs: 
"One thing I've thought about," Mick said. 
'"A boy has a better advantage like that 
than a girl. I mean a boy can usually get 
some part-time iob that don't take him out 
of school and leaves him time for other 
things. But there's not iobs like that for 
girls. When a girl wants a iob she has to 
quit school and work full time. I'd sure 
like to earn a couple of bucks of week like 
you do, but there's just not any way."26 
At the end of the novel, she feels ambivalent emotions--both hope 
(which is feminine) and cynicism (which is masculine): 
But maybe it would be true about the piano 
and turn out O.K. Maybe she would get a 
chance soon. Else what the hell good had 
it all been... 
All right I 
O.K.! 
Some good.22 
Because I consider McCullers to be a social critic, I must disagree 
with Jack B. Moore when he argues that Mick's "dreamy, glorious image 
of self has regretfully but necessarily vanished;"28 like Ihab H. 
Hassan, I feel that she takes on "too early a financial duty incom- 
2 9 
mensurate with her dream of fulfillment." 
26McCullers, The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, p. 188. 
27ibid., pp. 269-270. 
28Moore, "Carson McCullers: The Heart is a Timeless Hunter, 77. 
29Has san, "Carson McCullers: The Alchemy of Love and Aesthetics 
of Pain," 22 . 
93 
CONCLUSION 
McCullers is concerned in her writing with the concept of sex 
identification and criticizes the American social structure for its 
narrow definitions of masculinity and femininty. Most critics have 
not recognized McCullers' concern. McCullers' writing cannot be 
fully understood without considering the theme of the search for 
identity. Although critics have dealt with the other themes of du¬ 
ality in McCullers' writing--life and death, the need to be unique 
and the desire to belong, the need for love and the fear of it, no 
criticism, excepting Panthea Reid Broughton's "Rejection of the 
Feminine in Carson McCullers' The Ballad of the Sad Cafd " has fullv 
explored the theme of sexual identity. 
Although McCullers' andropvnes do not adhere to the concent of 
sexual identitv as defined bv society, thev are still unbalanced 
individuals without ecjuilibrium between the male and female elements. 
Or^ as Chester E. Eisinser notes, humans, "she seems to say, are noc 
whole. As half-neonle. their deficiencies nrevent them from real¬ 
izing their humanity."-'- The mainstream of society unquestionably 
adopts the traditional roles of their respective sex; McCullers is 
more interested in the nonconformists, however. Many of her main 
characters are outcasts who sense their incompleteness and suffer 
because they suspect this mutation. The outcast may be despicable 
(like Captain Penderton), paralyzed to the point of inaction (like 
l-Eisinger, Fiction of the Forties, p. 251. 
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Biff), lonely (like Singer), alienated (like Miss Amelia), or confused 
(like Mick and Frankie), but all share the sense of being different 
from the norm. 
McCullers has been justifiably praised for her deep probing of 
the human heart, but her significance as a social critic has not been 
given due recognition. Unless one recognizes McCullers' sociological 
pertinence, her writing cannot be fully understood, and it is the 
critical ignorance of this aspect which partially explains the contro¬ 
versy over her writing. 
The McCullers1 characters who have qualities unusual for their 
sex are not truly androgynous because they suppress these qualities. 
They have the potential of androgyny because of the existence of 
these other-sex qualities, however. Instead of developing these, 
they submerge these desires beneath the thin veneer of social conform¬ 
ity. They, and others, suspect the difference which the layer of 
varnish cannot completely conceal. The recognition of this difference 
causes anguish and war within the charcters. Thus, the androgynous 
character is not the ideal posited by Woolf in the wholeness of 
Orlando, for example. McCullers' androgynes are divided because they 
cannot express this androgyny due to fear and social repressions. 
McCullers may never have written specifically of the androgyny of 
her protagonists, but many of the characters she created testify to 
an awareness of androgyny on McCullers' part. 
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